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ABSTRACT 
The number of academic leadership programs that have emerged across institutions of 
higher education in the United States has grown.  In doing so, programs have emerged within 
college and universities in disparate locations, not reflective of more rigid disciplinary norms and 
practices.  This dissertation sought to explore the emergence of academic leadership programs 
through the study of two academic leadership programs with undergraduate degrees in research 
intensive universities, situated differently within their institutions.   
The findings empirically establish academic leadership programs as organizations whose 
emergence was influenced by the institutionalized hierarchy of disciplines and structures of 
higher education.  Programs with degrees were not already in existence within the universities, 
but were established out of the desire or need to certify leadership knowledge.  Programs 
established organizational niches in leadership knowledge and connected their purpose the 
mission and culture of their institutions, seeking legitimacy among other leadership programs or 
for departments facing uncertainty.  The institutionalized structures of higher education signaled 
what was possible and what was expected of programs as they emerged.  The types of degrees 
programs developed and their engagement in the functions of higher education were determined 
by where they emerged within their institutions and how they organized program activities.  In 
addition, the findings established leadership as an interdisciplinary area of study, engaging 
disciplines, fields of study, and non-academic units in program delivery, and revealed the 
influence of institutionalized structures of higher education on the interdisciplinary organization 
of each program.  
This study provides insight into how similar institutional influences developed different 
organizational and interdisciplinary structures of academic leadership programs.  How programs 
x 
emerged and organized within their universities has implications for the constraints and threats to 
the stabilization of organizational activities in leadership teaching, research, and service, and the 
evolution of programs and leadership as an area of study.  In doing so, it calls for more the 
strategic study of and approach to the development of interdisciplinary purpose and process, 
advocating to administrators, more articulately, the value of interdisciplinary programs, like 
leadership, and their contribution to disciplines, fields of study, and non-academic units, the 
institutional mission and culture of universities, and student learning and experiences in  





Chapter one introduces this dissertation.  The introduction includes a background of the 
study, providing context for the statement of the problem. This is then followed by the purpose 
of study and the research questions that will guide the research process.  A list of defined terms 
will provide clarity of key constructs used in the introduction and throughout the remaining 
chapters.  An overview of the theoretical framework and methodology used to explore the 
research questions is covered.  Lastly, thoughts concerning the significance of this study are 
shared, along with an outline of the remaining dissertation chapters.  
Leadership is highly valued among societal entities, especially higher education.  
Developing future leaders for all sectors of society is an important priority of higher education 
(Astin & Astin, 2000; Bok, 2013; Bowen, 1977; Chambers, 2005; Kezar, Chambers, Burkhardt, 
& Associates, 2005).  The many areas of leadership development and research occurring on 
college campuses represents the resources higher education devotes to leadership and the value it 
places on leadership.  Many colleges and universities have created academic leadership studies 
programs to engage in the understanding and practice of leadership, certifying knowledge and 
developing students to engage in the leadership process (Burns, 1978; ILA, 2015; Rost, 1993).  
However, inconsistency among the degrees offered by these programs and where programs exist 
in the organization of their institutions raises questions about how these programs have emerged 
in institutions of higher education.  This study seeks to explore the organizational nature of 
academic leadership studies programs, gaining insight into how these interdisciplinary programs 
navigate the institutional structures of higher education and providing implications for further 
development of programs seeking legitimacy and sustainability.  Likewise, this study supports 
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the legitimacy of academic leadership programs as contributors to the purpose of higher 
education and its desire to be a leader in the development of futures leaders of society.  
Background for Study 
American higher education develops future generations of citizens and leaders, generates 
and disseminates knowledge, drives portions of the economy, and has arguably been a critic of 
society with interest in the well-being of its citizens (Astin & Astin, 2000; Bok, 2013; Bowen, 
1977; Chambers, 2005; Kezar et al., 2005).  The desire to develop and prepare future leaders in 
higher education has been a priority since the first colleges established in the United States.  The 
first institutions prepared leaders of society for careers in theology, law, medicine, and politics 
(Gieger, 2011).  Today, many stakeholders in society value the preparation of students in higher 
education looking to them to be leaders in their careers and communities (Astin & Astin, 2000; 
Burns, 1978; Kellerman, 2012; Komives, Dugan, Owen, Slack, Wagner, & Associates, 2011; 
Rost, 1993).  More individuals have opportunities to be leaders in the world today, as leadership 
is applied in many different societal contexts; the knowledge that informs our understanding of 
leadership has evolved beyond leader-centric theories, such as the Great Man theory, to those 
that conceptualize leadership as an inclusive process (Burns, 1978; Kellerman, 2012;  
Rost, 1993).  
As we consider how colleges contribute to leadership development, we find many 
collegiate entities engaging in leadership programming and/or research, often with little to no 
relationship with one another.  These areas include academic programs granting degrees, co-
curricular programs offering workshops, training programs for professionals, and disciplinary 
research in leadership.  Over 2,000 academic leadership studies programs, alone, are in existence 
across institutions of higher education (ILA, 2015).  These leadership studies programs vary in 
degrees offered, from minors to Ph.D.’s, and their respective department homes, housed in fields 
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of study, interdisciplinary programs, and professional programs (Brungardt, Greenleaf, 
Brungardt, & Arensdorf, 2006; Bishop, 2009; Harvey & Riggio, 2011; ILA, 2015; Rost, 1993).  
Their organization within the structures of their colleges and the degrees they offer are seemingly 
inconsistent across colleges, suggesting that leadership is a low consensus area of study which 
may be a contributor to the difficulty finding similar academic homes across leadership programs 
(Becher & Trowler, 2001). 
This inconsistency among programs may be explained by the emergent nature of 
leadership studies as an interdisciplinary area of study, one that may not be following traditional 
disciplinary norms (Abbott, 2001; Kellerman, 1984; Knight, Lattuca, Kimball, & Reason, 2013; 
Kuhn, 1946; Rost, 1993).  Rost (1993) argued that Leadership studies required an 
interdisciplinary approach, which was needed to understand and practice leadership.  Unlike 
disciplines having more rigid bounds of knowledge and clear methods for research, 
interdisciplinary areas of study integrate knowledge across disciplines needed to solve a problem 
or answer a question not easily answered using one single method or approach (Klein, 1990; 
Lattuca, 2001).  Leadership, the process inclusive of leaders and followers who, through 
influenced relationships and common purpose, addresses complex societal problems and is 
aimed at creating change for the common good (Heifitz, Grashow, & Linksy, 2009; Komives, 
Lucas, & McMahon, 2013; Northouse, 2013; Rost, 1993), requires multiple disciplinary 
perspectives for deeper understanding and effective practice.  Additionally, the value placed on 
leadership is demonstrated by many fields of study and professional programs who have taken it 
upon themselves to develop programs to educate their own leaders.  The complexity of learning 
and studying leadership spills over into understanding how leadership studies, as an 
interdisciplinary area of study, organizes itself on college campuses. 
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Informed by many different disciplines, leadership experiences low consensus, lacking a 
clearly identifiable academic home.  In addition, the value placed on leadership by many fields 
of study and professional programs adds to the complexity of the emergence of leadership as an 
area of study and the development of coinciding academic programs.  How, then, have these 
programs emerged within colleges and universities and how have they navigated the 
organizational systems of higher education?  
Statement of Problem 
Due to their legitimacy, disciplines have influenced the organizational structures of 
colleges and universities, organizing academic affairs, specifically by major – the Bachelor’s 
degree, which is represents the certification of disciplinary knowledge (Abbott, 2001; Freidson, 
1986; Geiger, 2011).  Disciplines are bounds of formal knowledge that include justified 
conceptualizations of the world, developed through unique and specific empirical testing 
(Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Freidson, 1986; Kuhn, 1946).  However, as knowledge 
has expanded, the value of disciplinary critique has increased and the needs of society have 
developed and changed over time, new areas of study, identified as interdisciplinary areas of 
study, have emerged among the boundaries of disciplines, and with these areas a number of 
interdisciplinary programs (Abbott, 2001; Brint, Turk-Bicakci, Proctor, & Murphy, 2009; 
Lattuca, 2001).  Leadership studies has been referred to as one of these emerging 
interdisciplinary areas of study (Burns, 1978; Harvey & Riggio, 2011; Rost, 1993).  Klein (1990) 
defined interdisciplinary areas of study as areas requiring integrated knowledge and methods to 
problem solve and answer society’s most pressing issues.  Because interdisciplinary areas of 
study do not often have an identifiable “home” discipline, their emergence within the 
organizational structure of colleges has proved intriguing as they navigate, and sometimes 
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deviate from, the institutional norms set by the disciplines (Klein, 1990; Knight et al., 2013; 
Lattuca, 2001).  
Interdisciplinary areas of study, like leadership studies, have historically struggled to find 
consensus navigating the structures of colleges and universities created by disciplines, including 
programmatic placement, tenure processes, and legitimacy in the academy (Abbott, 2001; Becher 
& Trowler, 2001; Lattuca, 2001).  The unique cultural and social structures that demarcate 
specific disciplines (Abbott, 2001; Lattuca, 2002) arguably make up what Meyer and Rowan 
(1977) identified as institutional rules – myths and ceremonies that organizations adopt to gain 
legitimacy, resources, stability, and survival.  Institutional rules consist of those set by the 
cultural structures of disciplines – the epistemologies, paradigms, methodologies, objects of 
study, rules and standards for scientific inquiry, and applied knowledge for the teaching and 
learning of students – and the social structures – the community of scholars, language, journals 
and associations, physical locations and majors within universities, and audiences that provide 
resources and respect (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001).  Because interdisciplinary areas 
of study are informed by many disciplines, they also lack unique social and cultural structures.  
This may explain why academic leadership studies programs are disparately located across 
college structures, not often found in the same department or college. 
This lack of a home discipline and unique structures have made it for difficult 
interdisciplinary areas of study to consistently follow institutional rules.  Because of the 
institutionalized myths and ceremonies set by the purest disciplines and most prestigious colleges 
and universities, and the competition to lay claim to bounds of knowledge, interdisciplinary areas 
of study have often faced challenges in articulating the rigor and contribution of interdisciplinary 
work to a specific discipline (Klein, 1990; Lattuca, 2001; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  However, it 
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cannot be assumed that interdisciplinary areas of study operate independently, or without 
influence, from the patterns of institutional rules established by disciplines and colleges (Barley 
& Tolbert, 1997; Lattuca & Stark, 2009; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  Even though leadership lacks 
singular epistemologies or methodologies, it has adopted some disciplinary norms, such as 
establishing programs within colleges, offering majors and various degrees, hiring faculty with 
leadership credentials, developing research agendas, identifying bounds of knowledge for 
teaching and learning, establishing professional associations and scholarly journals, and 
developing a language for leadership (Allen & Roberts, 2011; Andenoro et al., 2013; Harvey & 
Riggio, 2011; Rost, 1993).   
These institutional rules arguably impact many decisions of new emerging areas of study, 
as they grapple with low consensus and competing entities for claim over knowledge 
jurisdiction, program placement and funding, ability for faculty to attain tenure, and the stability 
and legitimacy of programs over time (Becher & Trowler, 2001; Klein, 1990; Lattuca, 2001).  
Therefore, further exploration into the organization of academic leadership programs is needed 
to better understand how institutional structures shape leadership programs and faculty actions, 
and to best articulate these programs’ contribution to higher education’s desire to prepare future 
leaders of society.   
Definition of Terms 
 The following is a list of defined terms, provided for clarity as they are used throughout 
this dissertation.  
Leadership 
Leadership is a process inclusive of leaders and followers who, through influenced 
relationships and common purpose, address complex societal problems and create change for the 




Leadership studies is the interdisciplinary approach to the knowledge and practice of 
leadership (Rost, 1993).  
Academic Programs 
Academic programs consist of degree granting programs associated with the certification 
of bounded knowledge.  Academic programs may offer doctorates, masters, bachelors, 
associates, certificates, and minors to represent certification in an area of bounded knowledge. 
Disciplines 
Disciplines are bounds of formal knowledge, or rationalized conceptions of the world, 
established through the empirical study of the world’s phenomena (Abbott, 2001; Becher & 
Trowler, 2001; Freidson, 1986; Gerth & Mills, 1946; Kuhn, 1946).  Physics, mathematics, 
sociology, psychology, and history are examples of disciplines.   
Interdisciplinary 
Interdisciplinary areas of study call for the integration of knowledge needed to solve a 
problem or answer a question not easily answered using one single method or approach (Klein, 
1990; Lattuca, 2001).  Areas of study such as biochemistry and women and gender studies are 
considered interdisciplinary. 
Fields of Study 
A field of study refers to the practical application of knowledge from many disciplines to 
address current social needs and problems, such as education, engineering, agriculture (Abbott, 
1988; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Freidson, 1986).  It is important to note that scholars such as 
Becher and Trowler (2001) conceptualize disciplinary types, but do not delineate between fields 
of study and disciplines.  However, in literature disciplines and fields of study are often used 
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interchangeably without discussion of the nuanced differences among the types of disciplines 
and/or fields, hence the desire to define the two separately here. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this dissertation is to explore the emergence of leadership programs, as an 
interdisciplinary area of study, within the organization of colleges.  Given the need for the 
integration of multiple disciplines, interdisciplinary programs can experience dissonance as their 
emergence does not always consistently follow disciplinary norms – having an identifiable 
program home across colleges and universities, identifying expert faculty to teach and research, 
and having identifiable path to tenure and promotion (Lattuca, 2001).  Additionally, as highly 
valued as leadership is in society and its contextual nature, the claims to expertise knowledge 
stretch beyond disciplines into fields of study, such as engineering and education, and the 
professions, such as law or medicine (Abbott, 1988; Becher & Trowler, 2001).  This may be one 
contributor to the disparate emergence of leadership programs within colleges over recent years.  
Gaining insight into how leadership programs have organized will provide empirical data 
to better understand how and why highly contested interdisciplinary programs, such as 
leadership, have situated themselves within organizational structures of colleges.  This 
contributes to an understanding of the organizing nature of leadership studies, valuable for 
leadership faculty and higher education administrators as they navigate the creation and 
sustainability of leadership studies programs and interdisciplinary programs.  The study will 
contribute to a greater understanding of leadership studies as an emerging interdisciplinary area 
of study seeking legitimacy among institutions, such as disciplines and institutions of higher 
education.  Even more, this study is important for sustaining leadership programs as contributors 
to the larger purpose of higher education, certifying knowledge and holistically developing 




The following research question and coinciding sub-questions guide this dissertation:  
1. How are leadership programs organized on college campuses? 
a. What have influenced the organization of leadership programs? 
b. What are the implications of the organization of leadership programs? 
Overview of the Study 
Institutional theory is the theoretical framework guiding the research design of the study.  
This theory explains the process with which loosely organized and narrowly defined 
organizational activities becomes stable and orderly (Broom & Selznick, 1955; Meyer & Rowan, 
1977).  This process is known as institutionalization.  Organizational activities are the work 
associated with an organization, in this case the work associated with disciplines and higher 
education.  As similar organizations begin to emerge, it is posited that they will engage in similar 
work as they seek resources and legitimacy, reifying institutionalized work activities (DiMaggio 
& Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowen, 1977).  This theory was used to explore this dissertation, 
suggesting that disciplines and higher education have institutionalized the work associated with 
these organizations, influencing the emergence of new areas of study, including those that are 
interdisciplinary, like leadership studies.  
The purpose and research questions have been explored using the qualitative, 
comparative case study method, aligning with the social constructionism epistemological 
paradigm.  The goal of the qualitative case study is to seek rich descriptions of cases in their 
specific context (Merriam, 2009).  Specifically, the comparative case study method was used to 
construct case studies for individual sites and cross examine cases after they have been 
developed along three axes: Horizontal, vertical, and transversal (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017).  Two 
sites were sampled for the dissertation using purposeful sampling methods.  Within each site, 
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data was collected using participant interview, site observations, document analysis, and 
researcher memoing.  These forms of data were used to develop each case and analyze the  
data using open coding to allow for themes to inductively emerge related to the theoretical 
framework.  An audit trail, sharing summaries and initial results with participants and the 
dissertation advisor, and providing thick descriptions of each case were used to triangulate  
the data. 
Significance of the Study 
Exploring the organization of academic leadership programs is important for establishing 
an understanding of how and why these programs have emerged on colleges campuses; 
important for building an empirical understanding of the structure of leadership studies as an 
organizational field and the implications for individual organizations.  This study provides 
foundational knowledge about the organizational emergence of leadership studies as an 
interdisciplinary area of study, providing faculty and administrators within individual 
organizations greater insight into institutional forces that may be influencing their behavior.  This 
insight is beneficial for faculty and administrators as they make programmatic decisions related 
to faculty and students, articulate value within the institution, and seek resources, legitimacy, and 
sustainability among other academic entities claiming leadership expertise. 
By conducting a cross case analysis of differing leadership programs, this study 
contributes empirical analysis of the variety of programs from an organizational perspective and 
contributes to the continued exploration of leadership studies as an area of study (Burns, 1978; 
Harvey & Riggio, 2011; Rost, 1993).  A comparative analysis provides data on leadership as a 
larger organizational field experiencing low consensus and competition among its bounds of 
knowledge.  This study provides implications for the community of scholars associated with 
11 
 
leadership to consider as the area of study continues to emerge and develop over time, seeking 
legitimacy among disciplines, fields of study, and professions.   
In addition to providing empirical data about the nature of leadership programs, this study 
provides continued exploration of interdisciplinary areas of study.  Studies have explored the 
nature of interdisciplinary scholarship and education including the conceptualization of such 
endeavors in higher education (Klein, 1991; Lattuca, 2001; Knight et al., 2013), and have 
conceptually argued the legitimacy of interdisciplinary areas of study in academia (Cox, Daspit, 
McLaughlin, & Jones III, 2012; Harvey & Riggio, 2011; Katz, 2003).  This study contributes an 
organizational understanding of interdisciplinary programs paying mind to questions posed from 
Lattuca’s (2001) work: How these areas are created, how their work is conducted, and how they 
are perceived within disciplinary and higher education institutions. 
This study provides insight into how colleges and universities with academic leadership 
programs contribute to the purposes of higher education, certifying knowledge and holistically 
developing students in leadership.  As institutions of higher education continue to value the 
development of their students as leaders, academic leadership programs are actively doing so.  
Academic leadership programs, and the faculty and administrators associated with these 
programs, are actively contributing to the purpose of higher education and value of leadership 
development.  Individual programs and the collective organizational field arguably serve as 
experts in the understanding and practice of leadership in their respective institutions and  
within society. 
Organization of the Dissertation 
This dissertation is be organized as a traditional dissertation, including the following 
chapters: Introduction, literature review, methodology, findings, and discussion and conclusion.  
The findings section of the dissertation will be organized into two chapters, each dedicated to the 
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case study and analysis of each individual site studied.  A cross case analysis and discussion is 




 LITERATURE REVIEW 
The following literature review explores the organizing nature of higher education in 
relationship to newly emerging areas of study.  The nature of organizing is defined as a process 
influenced by and affecting organizational actors, identified as faculty members in this review 
(Birnbaum, 1988; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Heath & Sitkin, 2001).  This provides a foundation 
for understanding how faculty have shaped and been shaped by disciplines and institutions of 
higher education (Altbach, 2011b; Gumport & Snydman, 2002; Lattuca, 2002).  Conceptualizing 
disciplines and institutions of higher education as organizations and organizational fields 
provides insight into how institutionalization of the professional work of faculty members has 
occurred, and its influence the organization of higher education (Becher & Trowler, 2001; 
Birnbaum, 1988; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Freidson, 1986).  Faculty work is known as the 
functions of higher education – research, education, and service – with individual disciplines and 
even institution types influencing the function’s activities and prioritization (Bok, 2013;  
Bowen, 1977).  
With interest in the emergence of academic leadership programs, this review then 
explores the nature of disciplines and interdisciplinarity.  The malleable knowledge bounds of 
disciplines, especially those identified as soft-pure or low consensus; the expansion and 
contraction of knowledge generation; and the need to integrate knowledge to solve problems and 
address issues has all contributed to the emergence of interdisciplinary areas of study (Abbott, 
2001; Brint et al., 2009; Klein, 1990; Lattuca, 2001).  Leadership studies has emerged as an 
interdisciplinary area of study (Rost, 1993).  Interdisciplinary areas of study often face 
challenges with hiring, tenure and promotion, education, resources, and legitimacy within the 
academic organization because they are not always reflective of an individual discipline 
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(Gumport & Snydman, 2002; Klein, 1990; Knight et al., 2013).  The inherent institutional power 
of disciplines may be the cause for these challenges as they have power to judge what is valued 
as knowledge and organize the work of faculty members (Klein, 1990; Lattuca, 2001).  The 
collection of academic leadership programs and the communication of faculty members across 
these programs suggests structuration of an organizational field is occurring and is worthy of 
study as an interesting interdisciplinary phenomenon negotiating institutional rules set by 
disciplines and institution type (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Lattuca, 2001; Rost, 1993).  
Leadership studies is also worthy of study due to the value of leadership in society, which has 
created interest, as well as contested expertise within and outside higher education (Astin & 
Astin, 2000; Burns, 1978; Kellerman, 2012; Rost, 1993).  The literature review ends with a 
theoretical framing of institutional theory used to guide the research design of this dissertation. 
The Process of Organizing in Higher Education 
When studying organizations, it is important to situate the process of organizing (verb) at 
the center of study, rather than organizations as a place or thing (noun) (Heath & Sitkin, 2001).  
This is a key tenet of organizational theory as it allows scholars to gain greater insight into the 
nature of work within organizations and their relationship to larger environments (Walsh, Meyer, 
& Schoonhoven, 2006; Weick, 1969).  Studies about organizations have been limited in their 
understanding of organizations as “distinct social systems” (Scott, 2004, p. 2) and their complex 
interdependency within a larger environment, especially in an era of great uncertainty 
(Thompson, 1967).  Therefore, organizational theory must concern itself with topics central to 
the task of organizing – how topics in organizational studies influence the organizing capacity of 
organizations (Heath & Sitkin, 2001).  Studies need to recognize the social nature of 
organizations rooted in history, institutionalism, culture, and politics (Walsh et al., 2006).  As 
social systems, organizations are interdependent among a network of external organizations in a 
15 
 
larger environmental context (Walsh et al., 2006).  Internally, they are made up of individuals 
continuously making meaning of their work, individually and collectively (Walsh et al., 2006). 
Heath and Sitkin (2001) defined organizing as the process of solving complex problems 
related to goal alignment and coordinated action within organizations.  Birnbaum (1988) defined 
this process in terms of the people involved, “Organizing is the process through which groups of 
people develop similar perceptions of reality and come to share common meanings about their 
experiences” (p. 66).  Both definitions provide valuable insight into what is achieved through 
organizing – aligning goals and coordinating action – and how that is achieved through the social 
nature of organizing – a group of people, organizational actors, making meaning of their 
experiences.  Organizing, then, is the process by which people, organizational actors, come to 
similar perceptions of reality, developing shared meanings about how to align goals and 
coordinate actions (Birnbaum, 1988; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Heath & Sitkin, 2001).  Given 
the complex organizational nature of higher education, Bastedo (2012) and Gumport (2000) both 
maintained that higher education scholars have a unique opportunity to contribute not only to our 
understanding of higher education as a system of organizations, but to a greater understanding of 
organizational theory. 
Organizing Higher Education 
Studying organizing in higher education is an opportunity for scholars to model and 
apply complex behaviors across institutions, describe and analyze complexities, and illuminate 
multiple perspectives and realities within institutions (Gumport, 2000).  The complexity of 
higher education is, in part, due to the relationship between bounds of knowledge and the 
organizational nature of college and university campuses (Altbach, 2011b; Gumport & Snydman, 
2002).  Gumport and Snydman (2002) argued that “postsecondary organizations are a primary 
societal arena where knowledge is developed,” meaning that institutions of higher education 
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“both reflect and reconstitute classification of knowledge and in so doing establish categories of 
expertise and knowledge worth knowing” (p. 376).   
Organizing higher education occurs through social processes and meaning making of 
organizational actors, faculty members, who are considered professionals in their area of 
knowledge expertise and therefore engage in the functions of higher education – research, 
education, and service (Becher & Trowler, 2001; Birnbaum, 1988; Bowen, 1977; DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983; Freidson, 1986).  As faculty engage in these functions, their actions reinforce 
institutional structures through the organization of academic affairs (Abbott, 2001; Gumport & 
Snydman, 2002).  However, they also uncover new areas of expertise with the development and 
expansion of knowledge, often creating new academic programs within the structure of colleges 
and universities (Abbott, 2001; Gumport & Snydman, 2002).  Leadership studies is one example 
of new programs added to the academic offerings of colleges and universities.  These new 
programs are situated in a complex hierarchy of academic disciplines and structures that organize 
colleges and universities. 
Altbach (2011b) argued, “The American academic system is enmeshed in a series of 
complex hierarchies.  These hierarchies are framed by discipline, institution, rank, and specialty, 
to determine working conditions, prestige, and in many ways, orientation to the profession” (p. 
235).  Traditionally, academic disciplines have had tremendous organizing power within college 
and university structures (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001).  Disciplines are bounds of 
formal knowledge, or rationalized conceptions of the world, established through the empirical 
study the world’s phenomena (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Freidson, 1986; Kuhn, 
1946).  Disciplines are important for providing foundational knowledge for continued research, 
as well as the knowledge applied and practiced in fields of study, professions, and the growing 
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number of interdisciplinary areas of study (Abbott, 2001; Freidson, 1986; Lattuca, 2001).  
Departments and programs are one way in which academic organizations are structured; they are 
most closely associated with disciplinary communities and knowledge bounds (Gumport & 
Snydman, 2002).  The academic organization of higher education is organized by major, which 
has become a physical manifestation of disciplines with administrative resources, created by 
organizational actors (faculty) and persisting through the process of organizing (Altbach, 2011b; 
Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Brint et al., 2009; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983;  
Gieger, 2011).   
Faculty, seen as “intellectuals,” are granted freedom to study knowledge in its purest 
form, as it occurs in nature, beyond current human understanding (Freidson, 1986).  This is 
referred to as academic freedom, freedom to advance in the search for truth through research and 
freedom to teach and students to learn (AAUP, 1970).  This freedom has contributed to the 
collegial model of higher education, which positions faculty members as equals, regardless of 
disciplinary background (AAUP, 1970; Birnbaum, 1988; Tierney & Bensimon, 1996).  
Academic management positions (program and department chairs, deans, provosts, or presidents) 
are filled by faculty members, considered as first among equals (AAUP, 1970; Birnbaum, 1988; 
Tierney & Bensimon, 1996).  Within this model, faculty control many aspects of the academic 
organization, organizing and reorganizing knowledge and structures through actions such as 
hiring of faculty and maintaining existing and approving new curriculum (Birnbaum, 1988; 
Tierney & Bensimon, 1996).  Their actions within this process signal what constitutes 
knowledge and what is valuable in the organization (Gumport & Snydman, 2002).   
The actions of faculty to create and maintain academic programs contributes to the power 
of disciplines, reifying their physical existence, and determines what counts as legitimate 
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knowledge through the social organizing process (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; 
Birnbaum, 1988; Gumport & Snydman, 2002; Heath & Sitkin, 2001).  Additionally, the 
academic system is perpetuated by disciplinarians hiring faculty for their departments from their 
individual discipline (Abbott, 2001).  When faculty continue to hire their own, and curriculum 
committees, provosts, and the president maintain current majors, they reify disciplinary 
structures.  These organizational actors have the power to determine which knowledge is 
legitimate through this process, meaning when they add new programs, they send a signal 
legitimizing new forms or ways of engaging with knowledge.    
Faculty exist between the foundations of institutionalized knowledge and the forefront of 
knowledge creation, which has left the organization of higher education unchanged in some areas 
of knowledge and changed in others (Geiger, 2011).  The institutional power of disciplines and 
the desire of organizational actors to promote and protect knowledge bounds has rarely led to the 
removal of academic programs, unless due to significant financial problems (Altbach, 2011b; 
Geiger, 2011; Gumport & Snydman, 2002).  Rather, new academic programs have been added to 
the system through the shared governance process, as knowledge generation develops and 
expands and new societal needs emerge (Abbott, 2001; Birnbaum, 1988; Brint et al., 2013; 
Gumport & Snydman, 2002; Klein, 1990; Lattuca, 2001).  Interdisciplinary programs, such as 
leadership studies, have begun to emerge the among malleable disciplinary bounds and, in the 
case of leadership studies, society’s value of developing leaders (Abbott, 2001; Kezar et al., 
2005; Klein, 1990; Rost, 1993).  Interdisciplinary areas of study constitute the integration of 
disciplinary knowledge needed to solve a problem or answer a question not easily answered 
using one single method or approach (Klein, 1990; Lattuca, 2001).  Rost (1991) argued that 
leadership studies required knowledge of multiple disciplines for the understanding and practice 
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of leadership.  As programs like those associated with teaching leadership emerge within the 
academic organization, they are influenced by the institutionalized organizing power of 
disciplines and their norms as new programs make decisions about the structure and outcomes of 
their programs (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Klein, 1990; Lattuca, 2001). 
Organizations and Organizational Fields in Higher Education 
The conceptualization of organizations and organizational fields provides a framework 
for exploring how disciplines have acquired their power and prestige in higher education.  It also 
provides a lens to explore how interdisciplinary areas of study may be emerging among 
disciplinary bounds and manifesting themselves within institutions of higher education. 
Academic Programs as Organizations 
As organizational actors begin to make meaning of their work, identifying and aligning 
goals and actions, they create an organization which exists to provide a service or product in 
society (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  Meyer and Rowan (1977) defined 
organizations as “systems of coordinated and controlled activities that arise when work is 
embedded in complex networks of technical relations and boundary-spanning exchanges” (p. 
340).  Organizations are embedded in larger environments and are interdependent among other 
organizations with similar goals and products.  Higher education is made up of many 
interdependent organizations engaging in the activities of higher education – contributing to the 
purpose of higher education and carrying out the functions of higher education (Altbach, 2011b; 
Bowen, 1977).   
Individual academic programs are considered organizations in this dissertation.  Faculty, 
along with administrators and staff are the organizational actors involved in the organizing 
process of academic programs.  Together, these individuals develop similar understandings of 
what it means to be an academic program, aligning goals and coordinating actions related to 
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research, teaching, and service (Birnbaum, 1988; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Heath & Sitkin, 
2001).  They operate within and consist of bureaucratic and programmatic elements where 
organizational actors, or faculty, carry out the core functions of higher education – research, 
education, and service (Bowen, 1977; Gumport & Snydman, 2002).  The bureaucratic element 
involves “academic departments and other formal units that consume resources, manage 
personnel, and occupy physical space” (Gumport & Snydman, 2002, p. 385).  Academic 
programs are situated among other programmatic organizations within the system and 
environment of the larger academic organization.  The programmatic element represents the 
offered degree program and the teaching and learning occurring within the program (Gumport & 
Snydman, 2002).  Academic programs, such as leadership programs, are organizations embedded 
in multiple environments, including the college or university that informs the bureaucratic 
element of the organization, and the scholarly communities that inform the programmatic 
element of leadership, such as professional academic associations that represent leadership 
studies.  Arguably, the disciplines have shaped how the bureaucratic element of academic 
programs organize and operate, and what is expected from the programmatic element to be 
legitimate in the larger environment.  This occurs through the development of organizational 
fields and the process of institutionalization. 
Disciplines as Organizational Fields 
Organizational fields represent a key area of institutional life in the aggregate (DiMaggio 
& Powell, 1983).  Organizations with similar products, goals, aims, or enterprises make up 
organizational fields through the institutional process of structuration (DiMaggio & Powell, 
1983).  DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argued that structuration occurs in a four-part process: 
An increase in the extent of interaction among organizations in the field; the emergence 
of sharply defined interorganizational structures of domination and patterns of coalition; 
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an increase in the information load with organizations in a field must contend; and the 
development of a mutual awareness among participants in a set of organizations that they 
are involved in a common enterprise. (p. 148) 
Disciplines, interdisciplinary areas of study, fields of study, and professions all form 
organizational fields when they engage in actions of structuration, intentionally or 
unintentionally.  Academic programs represent their discipline, field of study, and profession as 
individual organizations established within institutions of higher education.  Faculty are hired 
into academic programs, where their work takes place (Abbott, 2001).  By engaging in the 
process of structuration, these organizations and their actors establish themselves as 
organizational fields, creating a larger field that spans institutions of higher education.   
To clarify, organizational fields differ from fields of study, which are associated with the 
certification of the practice and application of knowledge from multiple disciplines (Abbott, 
1988; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Freidson, 1986).  Agriculture, education, and engineering are all 
considered fields of study.  When organizational actors, or faculty, from programs associated 
with these fields engage in the process of structuration, an organizational field emerges.  This is 
true of disciplines (historically), interdisciplinary areas of study, and professions.  Leadership 
studies is an example of an emerging interdisciplinary organizational field.  With over 2,000 
academic leadership programs operating across institutions of higher education (ILA, 2015) and 
the increased communication across these programs in academic spaces such as professional 
conferences and scholarly journals (Riggio, 2011; 2013), Leadership studies has arguably 
emerged as a new academic organizational field (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). 
How new organizational fields structure themselves within the higher education context 
is rooted in the history of the disciplines.  Individual disciplines make up individual 
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organizational fields, offering services and products unique to the discipline, through the 
functions of higher education and process of certification occurring within academic programs.  
The services of disciplines are education, research, and service, offered to students and 
stakeholders, representing the knowledge bounds associated with the discipline (Altbach, 2011a; 
DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Lattuca, 2001; Scott, 2006).  The product of disciplines is the 
generation of new knowledge and certification of that knowledge, graduating students with 
certificate’s, associate’s, bachelor’s, master’s, and doctorate degrees (Abbott, 2001; Becher & 
Trowler, 2001; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Disciplinary organizational fields are embedded in a 
larger higher education environment, among a network of other organizations, including 
institution types, which also influence the ways in which functions are carried out and the types 
of products and services offered (Becher & Trowler, 2001; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Lattuca, 
2002; Lattuca & Stark, 2009; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). 
Because of the embedded and interdependent nature of organizations, the activities taking 
place within and across organizations become institutionalized, evolving into rules associated 
with the activity of organizational fields (Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  These rules are created 
socially, as organizational actors make sense of their work, and influence new emerging 
organizations that may be similar to other organizations in the field. (Broom & Selznick, 1955; 
Barley and Tolbert, 1997; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  These 
institutionalized rules influence the network of organizations with similar products and services, 
as they often look to developed organizations for legitimacy and resources needed for stability 
and sustainability in the environment (Barley & Tolbert, 1997; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  
Disciplinary organizational actors (faculty) have developed institutional rules for new emerging 
interdisciplinary programs, fields of study, and professions through the collegial model of higher 
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education (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Kuhn, 1946).  The delineation of knowledge 
bounds unique to the area of study, epistemologies and methodologies guiding research, 
academic major, tenure lines, involvement in professional associations, publication in journals 
are examples of myths and ceremonies guiding the work of organizational actors in their 
academic programs and their larger organizational fields (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 
2001; Kuhn, 1946).  Leadership scholars, such as Riggio (2011; 2013), used these myths and 
ceremonies to argue for the legitimacy of leadership studies as an emergent area of study; its  
own discipline. 
DiMaggio and Powell (1991) claimed that “the great rationalizers of the second half of 
the twentieth century” (p. 64) were the state and the professions, having greater influence over 
the institutionalization of organizational fields.  Faculty as professionals in higher education, 
operating as the organizational actors in disciplines and institutions of higher education, can be 
considered the “great rationalizers” of higher education.  They have determined the institutional 
rules and work of actors operating in their organizations, and for organizational fields emerging 
among them.  These myths and ceremonies are embedded in the cultural and social structures of 
disciplines and the institution type, of which determine the work and prioritization of work for 
faculty (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Lattuca, 2002), and influence the actions of 
emerging organizations – new academic programs – and organizational fields – new areas  
of study. 
Institutionalization in Higher Education 
The institutional rules set by disciplines, embedded in institution type, structure the work 
of academic programs and faculty, giving disciplines great organizational power and prestige in 
higher education.  Understanding how disciplines have organized the work of faculty and 
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academic programs establishes a foundation for exploration of emerging programs and areas of 
study, and what might be influencing their organizational actions and behaviors. 
The Process of Institutionalization 
Many organizations and organizational fields are referred to as institutions; colleges and 
universities are most often referred to as institutions of higher education.  However, 
organizations do not start out as institutions, nor are physical organizations always institutions.  
Their activities and rules, established through social processes, are institutionalized over time, 
representing the “institution” and influencing the behavior of organizational actors.  
Institutionalization is the process of patterns becoming orderly, stable, and socially integrated 
from unstable, loosely organized, and narrow technical activities (Broom & Selznick, 1955).  As 
the patterns of organizational fields institutionalize, their activities become institutional rules, or 
myths and ceremonies, that represent patterns of organizational activity and represent the 
organization’s social reality (Barley and Tolbert, 1997; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  Institutional 
rules are important for organizational fields, as they provide stability, legitimacy, resources, and 
ensure survival in its environment among the network of like, and sometimes competing, 
organizational fields (Barley & Tolbert, 1997; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).   
Disciplines represent formal bounds of knowledge, or rationalized conceptions of the 
world, established through the empirical study of the world’s phenomena (Abbott, 2001; Becher 
& Trowler, 2001; Freidson, 1986; Gerth & Mills, 1946; Kuhn, 1946).  They lay claim to a core 
body of knowledge in which their cultural and social structures determine knowledge, scholar, 
and curricular development and behavior (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Kuhn, 1946; 
Lattuca, 2001; 2002).  The activities and rules associated with disciplinary cultural and social 
structures, particularly pure disciplines, have become those that organizational actors, or faculty, 
carry out and follow in academic programs.  They have become myths and ceremonies of faculty 
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life who have adopted them to participate within the institution of higher education (Lattuca, 
2001).  When faculty participate in these activities, they reinforce institutional norms.  Because 
of this, faculty life has professionalized, creating physical structures within higher education in 
the United States based on disciplinary programs and majors, and generating a social structure 
and hierarchy of knowledge bounds intricately tied to the profession and academic programs 
associated with knowledge bounds (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Gumport & 
Snydman, 2002).   
Myths and Ceremonies of Higher Education 
The cultural and social structures of disciplines represent the institutional rules that guide 
faculty in the fulfillment of the functions of higher education – research, education, and service.  
Disciplinary cultural structures represent the institutional rules that align with scholarly pursuits, 
engaging in processes of inquiry, and the teaching and learning of students that demarcate the 
discipline (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Shulman, 1997).  The social structures 
represent the institutional rules guiding the community of scholars that faculty associate 
themselves with, the language of the discipline, journals and associations, physical locations and 
majors within the university, and the stakeholders that provide resources and respect, including 
administrators, parents, and/or research clientele (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001).  
Faculty work has been structured around the functions of higher education with disciplinary 
structures providing the activities and rules for how the functions will be carried out.  Over time, 
these activities and rules have become institutions, so much that faculty in fields of study and 
professions have, if not the same, very similar expectations for their work in institutions of 
higher education (Barley and Tolbert, 1997; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  
Today, structural units of academic organizations are attributed for making explicit “the division 
of responsibilities, rules and roles, flows of information, and resources” (Gumport & Snydman, 
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2002, p. 377).  This signifies elements of stability, legitimacy, and survival of academic 
organizations if they, in some way, follow these rules (Barley and Tolbert, 1997; DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983).  
Hierarchy of Disciplines 
Becher and Trowler (2001) and Abbott (2001) both acknowledge the prestige and 
legitimacy that certain disciplines have gained from the development of knowledge and the 
undergraduate major.  Because of the nature of disciplines, and the nature of knowledge, a 
hierarchy of disciplines has emerged through the institutionalization of disciplinary work.  
Abbott (2001) argued prestige is given to disciplines “who exercise the profession’s knowledge 
in its most pure form” (p. 145).  Hard pure disciplines, operating under high consensus, have 
gained the most prestige, with markers of strong, precise empirical testing and highly agreed 
upon content delivered to students with faculty control over teaching (Becher & Trowler, 2001).  
Physics, a normal science, is the most identifiable discipline to have such characteristics due to 
its high consensus and cultural and structural agreement (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; 
Kuhn, 1946).  Disciplines like physics, often operate under a positivist epistemology, where 
empirically testing one overarching truth is the goal of empirical inquiry (Becher & Trowler, 
2001; Kuhn, 1946). 
Disciplines such as the arts and classics, humanities, anthropology, and social sciences, 
are considered pure disciplines in the larger environment of higher education (Abbott, 2001).  
Though not as prestigious as physics, they are more clearly defined than interdisciplinary areas 
of study and provide knowledge applied to and practiced within fields of study, or applied 
disciplines.  These disciplines are identified as soft-pure disciplines, and often operate under the 
existence of multiple truths, exploring post-positivistic, constructivist, and critical 
epistemological paradigms (Becher & Trowler, 2001).  However, because they experience low 
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consensus regarding disciplinary characteristics and truth, they do not fit as tightly to identifiable 
knowledge bounds, and though they carry prestige, they are not considered as pure as high 
consensus disciplines (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Kuhn, 1946).  Becher and 
Trowler (1989) conceptualized fields of study as soft applied and hard applied disciplines.  
Within the taxonomy, and hierarchy of disciplines, applied disciplines experienced low 
consensus and lacked rigorous methods and theory (Becher & Trowler, 2001).  Therefore, they 
are often identified as less prestigious among all disciplines. 
Though disciplinary structures have created institutional hierarchies, influencing the 
actions of faculty members to often follow these norms, the nature of knowledge creation and 
complexity that comes with fitting knowledge into clearly identifiable knowledge bounds has 
been difficult.  This has arguably led faculty members to become highly protective of their 
disciplinary bounds, reinforced by the organizational structures of higher education influencing 
the flow of resources and prestige to academic departments and programs, which is in turn 
reinforced by the actions of the faculty through shared governance (Abbott, 2001; Becher & 
Trowler, 2001; Birnbaum, 1988; Gumport & Snydman, 2002; Tierney & Bensimon, 1996).  
Institution Type 
Becher and Trowler (2001) argued that institution type and culture, as well as nationality 
within a global world perspective also contribute to the social structures inherent in disciplines.  
Bok (2013) identified many different institution types within higher education in the United 
States, including research universities, comprehensive universities, four-year colleges, 
community colleges, and for-profit institutions.  Like disciplines, institutional type also holds a 
hierarchy based on the prioritization of faculty work.  Altbach (2011b) argued, “Most of the 
[academic] profession attempts to follow the norms, and fads, of the most prestigious research-
oriented universities” (p. 235).  The most prominent of institutions are research institutions, 
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reaching the top of the national and international rankings, graduating Ph.D.’s, and receiving 
significant funding for research (Bok, 2013).  The hierarchy of institutions begins with research 
institutions dominating the top, with the most prestige, followed by comprehensive and four-year 
institutions, and community colleges often toward the bottom (Altbach, 2011b; Bok, 2013).  
While not every institution type or individual institution attempts to become a research-oriented 
university, many do as the structure provides legitimacy and resources when institutions engage 
in what is most valued among the functions of higher education – knowledge generation 
(Altbach, 2011b; Bok, 2013; Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Tierney & Bensimon, 1996). 
Disciplinary institutional rules structure the functions higher education, while institution 
type dictates the prioritization of these functions for faculty.  The most prestigious institutions 
are research institutions, where research is often most valued among tenured and tenure-track 
faculty, followed by education (Altbach, 2011b; Bok; 2013; Tierney & Bensimon, 1996).  
Comprehensive and four-year institutions, including liberal arts institutions, often focus faculty 
priority on teaching and service more than research (Altbach, 2011b; Bok; 2013; Tierney & 
Bensimon, 1996).  Because research is the most valued of the functions of higher education, 
institutions, as organizations, and institution type, as organizational fields, find themselves 
among institutional hierarchies of prestige and power, as well.  However, institution type 
influences the prioritization of work for faculty members as organizational actors making sense 
of and defining the work they do in their academic organizations (Birnbaum, 1988; DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983; Heath & Sitkin, 2001).  As new areas of study, like leadership studies, emerge 
among institutions of higher education, they are influenced not only by disciplinary institutional 
rules, but also by the institution type and prioritization it places on the different functions of 
higher education.  
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Emergence of Organizational Fields in Higher Education 
Understanding how disciplines and institution types, as organizational fields, have 
institutionalized the functions of higher education is important for exploring how new 
organizations and organizational fields, such as an interdisciplinary area of study like leadership, 
emerge within higher education.  The nature of disciplines lends itself to the emergence of 
interdisciplinary areas of study, like leadership studies.  Conceptualizing interdisciplinarity, as 
well as leadership studies, is important for further understanding the emergence of these 
programs within higher education.    
Emerging Organizations 
Organizations are systems of activities as defined and carried out by organizational actors 
(Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  It is posited that disparate organizations involved in the same work 
structure themselves into organizational fields over time (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  New 
organizations and new fields can emerge within institutionalized organizational fields and their 
larger environment.  DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argued, “Organizations may change their 
goals or develop new practices, and new organizations enter the field” (p. 148).  New academic 
organizations may emerge within institutions of higher education and structure themselves as 
organizational fields across institutions for a variety of reasons including an emergence of 
subspecialisms within disciplines, communication among subspecialisms across disciplines, the 
need for new approaches to addressing societal issues, new professions requiring certification, 
etc.  However, the DiMaggio and Powell (1983) contend that the change or emergence of new 
organizations does not go without influence from institutions.  These academic organizations and 
their collective organizational fields emerge within institutions of higher education following 
many of the established institutionalized norms for faculty work and program creation.  This may 
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be one explanation for the emergence of new fields of study, professions, and interdisciplinary 
areas of study, and faculty participation in the institutional norms historically set by disciplines.   
The Nature of Disciplines  
Because of the relationship between disciplines and academic organizations, and the 
power and influence of disciplines and academic organizations, understanding their nature is 
important for understanding how leadership studies may have emerged among disciplines.  Kuhn 
(1946) is well known for exploring the nature of normal science, conceptualizing disciplines with 
tight-fitting boundaries and paradigms.  However, exploring the nature of social science, Abbott 
(2001) argued that these characteristics did not fit all disciplines; that even normal science is 
subject to more malleable bounds as knowledge expands and shifts (Lattuca, 2001).  Becher & 
Trowler (2001) tried to classify disciplines, searching for similar themes among differing 
paradigmatic and epistemological goals.  However, this endeavor proved challenging, as they 
found the social nature of knowledge difficult to bound (Becher & Trowler, 2001).  
Kuhn (1946) argued that the unique paradigm of a discipline, or universally recognized 
scientific achievement that model problems and solutions for a community of practitioners, was 
important for status and legitimacy.  Paradigms gain status when “they are more successful than 
their competitors in solving a few problems that the group of practitioners has come to recognize 
as acute” (Kuhn, 1946, p. 24).  It is the goal to match the paradigm’s facts with its predictions, to 
further articulate the most agreed upon paradigm (Kuhn, 1946).  The level of paradigmatic 
agreement and the continued empirical testing are what make disciplines distinct.  Becher and 
Trowler (2001) identified these types of disciplines as hard-pure disciplines, which would 
include pure sciences such as physics, chemistry, and biology.  Because these disciplines seek 
positivistic truth, they are identified as the most prestigious, and, again, have largely shaped the 
organization of higher education.  However, many disciplines have not developed such tight-
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fitting characteristics as explored by Kuhn, nor do the same epistemological assumptions match 
all disciplines.   
Establishing a strongly agreed upon paradigm for a discipline as broad as the social 
sciences, or low consensus disciplines, is difficult to accomplish (Abbott, 2001; Becher & 
Trowler, 2001).  The goal for some disciplines is to identify and collect as much social 
knowledge as possible rather than proving paradigmatic truth (Abbott, 2001).  Becher and 
Trowler (2001) identified many of these disciplines as soft-pure disciplines including the 
humanities and social sciences.  Knowledge generation occurs through what Abbott (2001) 
defined as fractalization within the discipline.  Fractalization happens through accommodation, 
conflict, and revisiting what was previously discarded in prior research, “[Social scientific] 
revolutions make us know the same things in different ways, and their new knowledge seems to 
be in some way incommensurable with the old, precisely because it is achieved by a different 
route” (Abbott, 2001, p. 32).  Abbott (2001) argued that this occurs in all disciplines as 
knowledge expands, not just those that experience low consensus.  Major changes happen by the 
reshuffling of knowledge among fractal distinctions, reshaping the rules and criterion for  
judging empirical results, rather than linear progressions (Abbott, 2001).  This reshaping of 
knowledge is different than the positivist epistemological groundings of pure disciplines, as  
these disciplines do not often encourage nor accept research occurring outside of the paradigm.  
In turn, disciplinary boundaries are more malleable and open to disciplinary encroachment, 
because the reshaping of knowledge calls on as much knowledge to be generated, from many 
different approaches. 
Malleable disciplinary bounds. As knowledge is generated, revolutionized, 
accommodated, and revisited, it has expanded to fill the space of what is known and what is yet 
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to be explored.  Lattuca (2001) argued that disciplinary boundaries overlap, or intersect, one 
another.  As knowledge is generated, these intersections expand and contract (Lattuca, 2001).  
Becher and Trowler (2001) discussed the development of disciplinary specialisms and 
subspecialisms as areas where faculty members have found their expertise in theory, methods, or 
subject matter, within the discipline.  The reach of disciplinary knowledge has pushed up against 
like disciplinary bounds as faculty members find their niches close to these boundaries.  
Specialism and subspecialisms can span disciplinary boundaries.  The weakly guarded 
boundaries of knowledge that some disciplines have, such as the soft disciplines, are more apt to 
experience boundary spanning specialisms (Becher & Trowler, 2001).  Disciplinary 
encroachment can happen at the margins of disciplines (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001).  
Conflict and territorialism occurs at these margins, but Becher and Trowler (2001) argued that at 
these margins disciplinarians have reacted in other ways, becoming divided among interests or 
uniting among ideas and approaches.  The unification of ideas and approaches spanning 
disciplinary knowledge bounds can lead to the emergence of interdisciplinary areas of study such 
as leadership studies. 
Emerging Interdisciplinary Areas of Study 
It is arguably at these margins that interdisciplinarity exists and new areas of study 
emerge as new organizations and organizational fields (Abbott, 2001).  Interdisciplinary areas of 
study call for the integration of disciplinary knowledge needed to solve a problem or answer a 
question not easily answered using one single method or approach (Klein, 1990).  Klein (1990) 
argued that the integration of knowledge is a process rather than a body of knowledge, starting 
with a problem, question, or topic.  Defining the process of interdiscplinarity is a challenge, as 
Lattuca (2001) described it as a “moving target” (p. 261) as disciplinary knowledge and 
boundaries expand and converge over time.  Interdisciplinarity is not a new concept in higher 
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education.  Abbott (2001) argued that the notion of interdisciplinarity emerged simultaneously 
with disciplines.  However, interdisciplinary areas of study have always been dependent on 
disciplines for their theoretical and methodological advancements (Abbott, 2001).  Many 
interdisciplinary areas of study exist such as biochemistry, social psychology, urban studies, 
women’s studies, and leadership studies, though leadership studies has not been identified as 
such in scholarship exploring interdisciplinarity. 
Interdisciplinary Types 
The term interdisciplinarity has been used to describe leadership studies (Rost, 1993).  
However, the degree to which any one type follows processes of interdisciplinarity cannot to be 
discovered without empirical analysis (Lattuca, 2001).  Klein’s (1990) review of 
interdisciplinarity literature revealed many labels and arguments about the conceptualization of 
the term interdisciplinary.  The implications of these labels and arguments suggested the 
existence of a terminological hierarchy among conceptual descriptions of interdisciplinarity.  
These three main terms include: multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary, and transdisciplinary.   
These terms represent the degree to which integration is achieved by those engaging in 
interdisciplinary work. 
These interdisciplinary terms describe the degree to which knowledge is integrated in the 
process of interdisciplinarity.  The process of multidisciplinarity incorporates more than one 
discipline using a cumulative approach to asking questions and problem solving; knowledge is 
additive (Klein, 1990).  For example, archeology and history share similar language and 
historical explanations in their studies and explored together, can be used to ask questions or 
solve problems.  Also known as informed disciplinarity, multidsiciplinarity uses examples from 
different disciplines to make a connection among perspectives on a particular topic.  However, 
simply borrowing multiple perspectives does not constitute interdisciplinarity (Lattuca, 2001).  
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Interdisciplinarity integrates the knowledge and methods of disciplines to ask questions and 
solve problems.  Biochemistry or biophysics integrate knowledge to ask questions and are 
examples of interdisciplinarity.  Lattuca (2001) identified two approaches to interdisciplinarity.  
Synthetic interdisciplinarity bridges disciplines with similar issues or questions, or gaps that exist 
between two disciplines, and conceptual interdisciplinarity which organizes around a compelling 
topic informed by many disciplines.  The focus of conceptual interdisciplinarity is not on 
individual disciplinary knowledge, but the organizing of knowledge.  The process of 
transdisciplinarity reaches beyond disciplinary knowledge bounds, requiring a new paradigm of 
epistemology and methodology to represent reality in its entirety (Klein, 1990).  
Transdisciplinarity focuses on the interrelatedness among disciplines and searches for an 
underlying structure (Lattuca, 2001).  Systems theory is an example of transdisciplinarity. 
Though the process of integration has not been explored, leadership studies has been 
conceptualized as interdisciplinary in its scholarship and education; Rost (1991) argued that 
leadership studies was interdisciplinary and should be interdisciplinary.  In its most basic 
conceptualization, however, leadership studies has been identified as multidisciplinary, requiring 
perspectives from many disciplines to understand the process of leadership.  Disciplines such as 
political science, sociology, psychology, history, philosophy, arts, and the classics inform the 
understanding of leadership (Harvey & Riggio, 2011; Kellerman, 1984; Stogdill & Bass, 1982).  
Fields of study, or applied disciplines, such as business and education also inform the 
understanding and practice of leadership (Harvey & Riggio, 2011; Rost, 1993).  While the 
integration of interdisciplinary work is varied, so is the form that interdisciplinarity takes within 




Interdisciplinarity also appears in many forms emerging along the functions of higher 
education, particularly in research and education (Lattuca, 2001).  It is in these forms that new 
organizational fields arise, as faculty engaging in research and education become aware of one 
another and communicate across a network of organizations, or academic endeavors or programs 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Interdisciplinary research and education ranges from individual 
faculty engaged in the work to whole programs and universities strategically engaging in this 
type of work (Klein, 1990; Lattuca, 2001).  Interdisciplinary research can occur in teams across 
disciplines, or in interdisciplinary programs housing faculty from disciplines, or even fields of 
study (Klein, 1990).  Interdisciplinary education has been pursued through whole university 
structures, four-year institutions, programs, individual courses, independent studies, and graduate 
and professional studies (Klein, 1990).   
Between 1975 and 2000, the number of interdisciplinary programs within colleges and 
universities had grown almost 250%, with student enrollment growth between that time at 17.8% 
(Brint et al, 2009).  The majority of programs in humanities and social sciences was greater than 
programs in natural and applied sciences.  Lattuca and Stark (2009) argue that academic 
programs, including interdisciplinary programs, are embedded in a larger system that includes 
socio-cultural, historical, and organizational factors that arguably influence programmatic 
development decisions made by faculty.  These factors influence the variation among 
interdisciplinary program content, degrees, and organization.  Interdisciplinary programs range 
in variation of content, as well as curriculum, on a continuum of the total number of required 
credits housed within the program and the number of credits needed for graduation, and 
organization, with a mix of faculty and the director positions housed within or outside the 
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program (Knight et al., 2013).  These factors are important as they ultimately influence student 
learning and experiences in the program (Knight et al., 2013; Lattuca & Stark, 2009).   
The growth of academic leadership programs across institutions of higher education 
(Brungardt et al., 2006; ILA, 2015) mirror the growth of Brint and colleagues’ (2009) study.  
Leadership studies requires the integration of knowledge, as leaders must be able to do so to 
address complex social issues, create social change, and solve problems (Astin & Astin, 2000; 
Owen, 2015; Rost, 1993).  Many leadership programs have self-identified as multidisciplinary or 
interdisciplinary, sometimes housed in interdisciplinary departments, though not always 
(Brungardt et al., 2006; ILA, 2015; Jenkins & Owen, 2016).  These programs can also be found 
in various departmental homes beyond disciplines and interdisciplinary departments, such as 
business, education, theology, liberal arts, professional studies, social sciences, and agriculture 
and life sciences (ILA, 2015; Jenkins & Owen, 2016).  Leadership programs vary in certification, 
level of education, and focus (Brungardt et al., 2006; ILA, 2015; Jenkins & Owen, 2016).   The 
variation of leadership programs, home departments, certification, and focus are reflective of the 
disparate nature of interdisciplinarity.  Interdisciplinarity has presented challenges for faculty, or 
organizational actors, to operate within institutionalized academic organizations and  
disciplinary rules. 
Challenges and Opportunities of Interdisciplinarity 
Because interdisciplinary areas of study do not always follow disciplinary norms, 
confusion exists regarding the definition and scope of interdisciplinarity in higher education.  
Klein (1990) argued that the confusion over interdisciplinarity comes from “general uncertainty 
over definition, lack of professional identity, and dispersion of discourse” (p. 13).  Of these three 
reasons, the scattered literature, spanning across “general, professional, academic, governmental, 
and industrial literatures” (p. 13), has arguably contributed the most to the confusion around 
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interdisciplinarity.  Additionally, Lattuca (2001) argued that interdisciplinarity was challenging 
to conceptualize because the growth of knowledge continues to shape and reshape disciplinary 
knowledge bounds.  Because interdisciplinary areas of study are focused on the questions or 
issues that define them, they do not operate like disciplines, around one singular method or 
paradigmatic framing.  The conceptual confusion of interdisciplinary areas of study has caused 
many challenges in practice and organizing.  
The institutional power inherent in disciplines and institutions of higher education has 
created challenges for interdisciplinary areas of study.  Lattuca (2001) argued, “The disciplines 
are institutionally entrenched and cannot be ignored” (p. 23).  They structure “faculty 
appointments; hiring, promotion, and tenure practices; teaching assignments; student recruitment 
and enrollment; and even accounting practices” (p. 1).  The most prestigious disciplines are those 
that follow closely the guiding paradigm, or cultural and social structures, of the discipline 
(Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Kuhn, 1946).  Faculty and academic programs are able 
to follow closely disciplinary norms are rewarded for their contributions to the discipline.  These 
rewards often come in the form of promotion and tenure, and funding and resources. 
However, faculty members who engage in interdisciplinary work can struggle with 
professional identities and tenure lines because of the boundary spanning nature of their work.  
They can experience marginalization due to the perceived lack of rigor in methods and theory of 
their work (Lattuca, 2001).  Depending on faculty disciplinary training, experiencing low 
consensus in interdisciplinary work can create challenges to articulating the work faculty do and 
its value (Becher & Trowler, 2001).  Additionally, the structure of institutions of higher 
education, organized around disciplinary majors, can make it difficult to engage interdisciplinary 
work and create interdisciplinary programs (Lattuca, 2001).  The absence of graduate programs 
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associated with interdisciplinary areas of study creates obstacles to generating knowledge, 
individually and collectively, and graduating future faculty members important to the 
continuation of the area of study (Abbott, 2001; Klein, 1990).  
 Though challenges exist for those engaging in interdisciplinary work, the pursuit of 
interdisciplinary areas of study remain in higher education.  Abbott (2001) contended that 
interdisciplinarity emerged in tandem with disciplines, though they may not have come “first” 
because of their reliance on disciplinary knowledge.  Interdisciplinary work challenges the 
knowledge of disciplines and answer questions and address issues beyond the scope of a singular 
disciplinary perspective or method.  Because of this, faculty members, even pre-tenured faculty 
members, engage in interdisciplinary work in the face of barriers and challenges, especially 
challenges to tenure and promotion (Brint et al., 2009; Lattuca, 2001).  Over time, institutions of 
higher education, especially research intensive institutions, have become more open to 
interdisciplinary thinking as a way of exploring new and interesting ideas, with departments 
creating joint faculty appointments and programs (Lattuca, 2002).  Disciplinary faculty have 
been found to invite interdisciplinary work and making way for interdisciplinary research and 
teaching because of these new ideas (Lattuca, 2002).  These programs create new connections 
across campus and arguably promote innovate problem solving (Brint et al., 2009).  Some larger 
universities have even reached beyond institutional missions to generate and disseminate new 
knowledge to driving change in the economy and society; interdisciplinary work being one 
source of such influence (Brint et al., 2009).   
In addition, Brint and colleagues (2009) found that larger universities held more 
interdisciplinary programs, attributing this to the possible capacity such institutions have to 
experiment with new interdisciplinary programs, with curricular bases that can handle the growth 
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and support of new programs, and the ability to employ faculty and to enroll students from large, 
diverse student bodies with interests in new knowledge movements (Brint et al., 2009).  
Institutions of higher education began offering grant funding for interdisciplinary research and 
teaching signifying some value in interdisciplinary work.  Many funding agencies outside 
institutions of higher education have invested interest in the integrative approach to research 
solving problems and addressing issues (Lattuca, 2001).   
While interdisciplinary work is seemingly valued within and outside higher education, 
institutional structures rooted in individual disciplines remain.  Further exploration into the 
organization of interdisciplinary leadership programs is warranted to understand how these 
programs organize within the structure of institutions of higher education and negotiate the 
institutional rules set by disciplines.  Knight and colleagues (2013) argued the need to understand 
the curricular and organizational characteristics of such programs before being able to conduct 
studies of student learning within them.  By understanding academic leadership programs, 
administrators and faculty associated with such programs have an empirical foundation and 
networks for better programmatic decision making and influencing the opinions about the value 
of interdisciplinary work within their college of university (Brint et al., 2009; Knight et al., 
2013).  This is especially important as resources become more limited in higher education 
(Gumport & Snydman, 2002) and the value of, and competition over, leadership expertise within 
and outside higher education increases. 
Exploring the Organizational Field of Leadership Studies 
Collectively, leadership programs arguably make up an organizational field.  They house 
faculty, organizational actors, that make meaning of and identify the goals and actions of their 
organizations and the larger field.  Like the embedded nature of individual organizations, 
organizational fields are also embedded in larger environments.  The organizational field of 
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leadership studies is embedded in the institutionalized system of higher education and the bounds 
of knowledge claimed by disciplines.  How leadership programs organize is influenced by the 
institutional rules of disciplines and the structure of institutions of higher education; its survival 
is dependent on these institutional structures.  However, because of its interdisciplinary nature, 
the way leadership programs organize may not be similar to disciplines and is worth  
further exploration. 
Structuration of Leadership Studies  
Interdisciplinary areas of study that create their own programs and begin to offer degrees 
within colleges and universities are organizations offering a new and unique product or service 
within higher education.  Leadership programs, offering courses and degree programs in 
leadership, collectively represent an organizational field.  New organizational fields become 
institutionally defined as faculty members become aware of others engaging in the similar 
enterprises; increase interaction across institutions of higher education; create structures of 
domination and alliances among their organizations; and compete over an increasing information 
load, or knowledge expertise (DiMaggio & Powell, 1989).  In academic organizations, this 
process often follows the structure of disciplines as their norms and behaviors have set the 
institutional rules for survival (Abbott, 2001; Barley & Tolbert, 1997; Becher & Trowler, 2001; 
DiMaggio & Powell, 1989; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  The organizational field of leadership 
studies has taken on many of these norms and behaviors as relates to the process of becoming 
institutionally defined.  However, DiMaggio and Powell (1989) argued that the structure of an 
organizational field cannot be established without empirical exploration.  
Leadership studies has elements of an academic organizational field that reflect cultural 
and social structure components of disciplines, or the institutional rules set by disciplines 
(Abbott, 2001; Barley & Tolbert, 1997; Becher & Trowler, 2001; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  
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Professional associations, such as the International Leadership Association (ILA) and the 
Association of Leadership Educators (ALE), represent groups of leadership faculty from across 
institutions of higher education engaging in similar work (Riggio, 2011; 2013).  These 
associations host annual conferences, bringing faculty together to interact and discuss ideas in 
areas of leadership studies and leadership education.  A resemblance of structure has arguably 
emerged from these associations.  The Journal of Leadership Studies, the Leadership Quarterly, 
and the Journal of Leadership Education, are scholarly journals representing the growing 
informational load of leadership studies.  A language of the organizational field has emerged, 
defining leadership (Rost, 1993), research associated with leadership studies (Harvey & Riggio, 
2011; Kellerman, 1984; Stogdill & Bass, 1982), and leadership development (Allen & Roberts, 
2001).  The knowledge taught and practiced in academic leadership programs also represents 
leadership studies’s identification of knowledge that demarcates its bounds (Riggio, 2011; 2013).  
These elements suggest that disparate academic programs engaged with the academic study of 
leadership have formed a larger organizational field.  However, empirical investigation is needed 
to further explore the organization and structure of the field.  
Empirically Investigating Leadership Studies 
Leadership studies is interdisciplinary, requiring the integration of disciplinary 
knowledge to understand and practice leadership (Klein, 1990; Lattuca, 2001; Rost, 1993; Owen, 
2015).  The emergence of over 2,000 academic leadership programs across institutions of higher 
education suggest higher education’s value of leadership preparation (Astin & Astin, 2000; 
Bowen, 1977; ILA, 2015; Kezar et al., 2005).  These programs also represent the number of 
organizations that make up the organizational field of leadership studies (DiMaggio & Powell, 
1983).  Leadership studies programs prepare students with the skills, abilities, and behaviors 
needed to work in postmodern organizations as employees and global citizens, engaging in 
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complex problem solving and critical thinking for change (Astin & Astin, 2000; Andenoro et al., 
2013; Komives et al., 2011; Kellerman, 2012).  Even more, they arguably contribute to the 
mission and purpose of higher education, which places value on leadership development (Astin 
& Astin, 2000; Bowen, 1977; Kezar et al., 2005).  The empirical study of these programs is 
important for better understanding why and how they have organized within the academic 
organization, creating a foundation for future research exploring organizational norms, decision-
making, and survival.   
DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argued that the structure of an organizational field must be 
empirically analyzed.  The study of leadership programs as organizations will provide a 
foundation for exploring the organizational field of leadership studies.  It will provide insight 
into the organizing nature of interdisciplinary leadership programs, as they operate and compete 
with institutional structures within the academic organization of higher education (DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983).  This will uncover implications for how interdisciplinary programs and faculty 
navigate the challenges of interdisciplinarity in higher education, articulating the value of 
scholarship and education of leadership for the hiring, tenure, and promotion of faculty, and 
recruitment and education of students (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Lattuca, 2001).  My study 
will create a foundation for exploring resources and legitimacy for the longevity of leadership 
programs, and the organizational field, in the face of changing interpretations of the purpose of 
higher education and competition over expertise and resources (Chambers, 2005; Gumport & 
Snydman, 2002; Kezar et al., 2005).  
Theoretical Framework for the Study 
Institutional theory is the theoretical framework guiding this study.  Institutional theory 
underscores the process of institutionalization, “the emergence of orderly, stable, socially 
integrating patterns out of unstable, loosely organized, or narrowly technical activities” (Broom 
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& Selznick, 1955, p. 238).  Organizations do not start out as institutions.  Rather their processes 
and activities become institutionalized over time, taking on special characteristics, as 
organizational actors follow institutional rules, achieving distinct competence, or incapacity, that 
reflect existing external and/or internal institutions (Meyer & Rowen, 1977; Selznick, 1996).  As 
previously discussed, academic organizations, including “institutions” of higher education and 
disciplines, have been influenced by the process of institutionalization.  
The most prestigious of disciplines and institutions of higher education have created 
associated institutional patterns, myths and ceremonies (Abbott, 2001; Kuhn, 1946; Meyer & 
Rowan, 1977), that consciously and unconsciously influence the behaviors and decisions of 
organizational actors.  Faculty and administrators are considered organizational actors operating 
in higher education (Becher & Trowler, 2001; Birnbaum, 1988; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; 
Geiger, 2011; Selznick, 1996).  However, before becoming institutions, organizational fields 
appear disparate and diverse in their emergence (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  In order to gain a 
better understanding of these fields, empirical analysis is necessary to determine the structure of 
the emerging field (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Therefore, by conceptualizing academic 
leadership programs as an emerging organizational field, I seek to explore the organizing nature 
of these programs through the lens of institutionalization. 
Social Processes of Institutionalization 
Culture and cognition are central to the sociological perspective of institutional theory; 
organizations are influenced by taken for granted social relationships, the definition of what is 
meaningful, and the kinds of actions that are possible (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991).  Culture, or 
taken for granted norms and expectations, influences actors by defining what is appropriate 
through socialization and education, on-the-job training and compliance (DiMaggio & Powell, 
1991).  While actors within the institution arguably have choice, they are guided by other 
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experienced actors and standards of obligation that have set meaning to and defined actions that 
are possible (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991).  DiMaggio and Powell (1991) argued: 
Institutionalized arrangements are reproduced because individuals often cannot even 
conceive of appropriate alternatives (or because they regard as unrealistic the alternatives 
they can imagine).  Institutions do not just constrain options: they establish the very 
criteria by which people discover their preferences.  In other words, some of the 
important sunk costs are cognitive. (p. 11) 
The cognitive perspective of institutionalism is important for understanding that the “interaction 
of culture and organization is mediated by socially constructed mind, that is, by patterns of 
perception and evaluation” (Selznick, 1996, p. 273).  This helps explore the mechanisms that 
influence thinking and acting, providing insight into how minds form organizations and are 
formed by organizations.  The patterns of perception and evaluation are important for 
recognizing as they heavily influence interaction and decision making within the organization 
(Selznick, 1996). 
Isomorphic Influences 
DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argued that organizations with similar aims become more 
like each other when they come together as a structured field.  This begins with the intention of 
being efficient (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  However, because institutionalization acts as a 
constraint on what new organizations and fields can do, the homogenization of organizations 
becomes more about legitimacy than efficiency (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  The process of 
homogenization is what DiMaggio and Powell (1983) called isomorphism, “A constraining 
process that forces one unit in a population to resemble other units that face the same set of 
environmental conditions” (p. 149).  They identified three types of isomorphic processes: 
coercive, mimetic, and normative (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Coercive isomorphic pressure 
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generally occurs when the resources an organization needs are centralized, forcing the 
organization to adopt like activities to gain the resources they need from the organizational fields 
they have emerged within or among.  When organizations face uncertainty or ambiguity, they 
often look to organizational fields for activities that they can adopt to bring stability and 
resources in an uncertain time; the response is known as mimetic isomorphism.  Normative 
isomorphism results from organizations adopting activities that legitimize their work through the 
professionalization of skills and knowledge.  Organizations may experience pressure from one or 
more isomorphic influences.  Isomorphism can occur due to competition or institutionalization 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Competitive isomorphism occurs when organizations face market 
competition, niche changes, and fitness measures.  However, DiMaggio and Powell (1983) 
argued that competitive isomorphism does not fully reflect the modern world, arguing that 
institutional isomorphism plays a role in the decisions of organizations.  In addition to competing 
for resources, organizations compete for political power and institutional legitimacy (DiMaggio 
& Powell, 1983).   
Implications of Institutionalization 
Institutions are not physical features, but socially mediated myths and ceremonies 
identified by organizational actors that, over time, inform the institutional evolution of existing 
organizational fields and the emergence of new ones (Barley & Tolbert, 1997; DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983; Selznick, 1996).  DiMaggio & Powell (1991) argued that institutionalism: 
Emphasizes the ways in which action is structured and order made possible by shared 
systems of rules that both constrain the inclination and capacity of actors to optimize as 
well as privilege some groups whose interests are secured by prevailing rewards and 
sanctions. (p. 11) 
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The process of institutionalization is important for organizational fields as it provides legitimacy, 
resources, and stability for organizations.  Legitimacy from outside and within the organization 
offers some hope of success and survival (Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  Legitimacy, as Selznick 
(1996) argued, “is seen as an organizational “imperative” that is both a source of inertia and a 
summons to justify particular forms and practices” (p. 273).  Organizations are hyper sensitive to 
the cultural environment it operates within, preoccupying itself with the organizational myths 
and rituals that surround it (Selznick, 1996).  Because of this, they are more likely to mimic 
institutions in response to uncertainty, a response that is “more compulsive than problem 





 Chapter three is a review of the epistemology, methodology, and research design for the 
study.  I reflect on constructivist epistemological assumptions that shape my understanding of 
knowledge and my own positionality that brings to me to, and influences, this work.  I argue 
using case study methods as an appropriate research design for the purpose of this study and its 
research question.  I outline the sampling method used to select sites and participants within each 
site for participation in the study.  An explanation and rationale for data collection, data analysis, 
and trustworthiness of the research design is provided. 
Epistemological Assumptions 
Epistemological assumptions are philosophical beliefs about the nature of knowledge and 
ontological assumptions are those about the nature of reality (Merriam, 2009).  It is important for 
the researcher to reflect on their own philosophical assumptions because of their influence on the 
research process, including decisions about research questions, research design, and 
interpretation of findings.  Merriam (2009) encouraged “examining your own orientation to basic 
tenants about the nature of reality, the purpose of doing research, and the type of knowledge to 
be produced through your efforts” (p. 13) at the beginning of the research process.  The 
constructionism paradigm, specifically social constructionism, most closely relates to my own 
epistemological assumptions and the purpose of this research study.  
The constructionism paradigm posits that meaningful reality, knowledge, is constructed, 
rather than found in objective truth (Crotty, 1998).  Meaning is constructed through the 
interactions of humans and their world (Crotty, 1998).  Within this paradigm, the objective and 
subjective, though identifiable different, are integrated.  Crotty (1998) posited, “When the mind 
becomes conscious of something, when it “knows” something, it reaches out to, and into, that 
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object” (p. 44).  The process of reaching out is known as intentionality.  Meaning is developed as 
the individual interacts with the object they have now become conscious of.  The object plays a 
major role in the generation of meaning.  Therefore, Crotty (1998) argued that no true or valid 
interpretation exists, just those that serve a useful purpose.  Many modes of thought exist in 
relation to the constructionism paradigm.  These are further considered, with particular focus on 
social constructionism which guides this study.  
 Constructionism is concerned with the collective process of generating and transmitting 
meaning.  Whereby, constructivism focuses on the activity of meaning making specifically 
regarding individuals more so than the social.  Social constructionism considers the social origin 
of meaning and its influence on social character.  Crotty (1998) posited that the process of 
constructing meaning occurs within a social context.  Individuals are born into social worlds, in 
which they inhabit and are inhabited by, in which meaning has already been constructed.  
Culture, as Crotty (1998) argued is “the source, rather than the result, of human thought” (p. 53).  
It serves as a function, directing behaviors and organizing experiences.  Central to the social 
aspect of social constructionism is not the meaning making itself, but the mode of making 
meaning within a historical and social context.  Therefore, it is imperative to consider the 
historical and social perspectives in the process of meaning making.  Interpretations of the world 
that a researcher is interested in already exist.  The focus of the research process is on the social 
world, one with which individuals and groups have constructed and are constantly interpreting 
together, seeking the mode of meaning making.   
  Social constructionism guides my research process, making sense of the organizing 
process of interdisciplinary leadership programs.  The use of comparative case study research 
methods allows for the research to focus on the way in which groups and individuals make 
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meaning of their experiences in their respective leadership programs.  Even more, this method 
embeds each case within its historical and social context, aligning with the social 
constructionism paradigm, institutional theory framework, and comparative case study methods 
used to design my study.  To build my cases, I used interviews with research participants, 
observations, and document analysis.  Together, these forms of data collection provide multiple 
perspectives, constructing a rich description of how and why leadership programs, within their 
embedded contexts, have organized within their respective institutions.  
Positionality Statement 
Reflecting on my worldview is important for understanding what constitutes knowledge 
and how knowledge is uncovered through the research process.  In addition to epistemological 
reflection, it is imperative that I reflect on my own experiences, beliefs, and assumptions that I 
bring to my dissertation research.  This is especially important due to the relationship of the 
qualitative researcher to the research itself – designing the research study, collecting, and 
analyzing data throughout the research process.  Engaging in reflexivity, or a critical reflection of 
the researcher’s interests, biases, and assumptions, establishes a foundation for how the 
researcher relates to and understands the research (Merriam, 2009).  It is good practice in 
building trustworthiness into the research study.  Thus, I provide a statement of positionality, 
reflecting on my own experiences, interests, biases and assumptions that I bring with me to  
this work.  
The world I was born into and the experiences I have had, especially my educational 
experiences, inform what I know and how I think about leadership and higher education.  
Leadership, and being a leader, was heavily emphasized as I was growing up.  Being involved 
and taking on leadership positions was expressed as being important in high school, and even 
more so in college.  I enrolled, and completed, a minor in Leadership studies from Kansas State 
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University to accompany my degree in secondary education.  It was during my time as an 
undergraduate student that I learned there was more to leadership than holding a position and 
that leadership could be very powerful for individuals and groups trying to create change.  I 
found a passion for studying and teaching leadership in higher education, leading me to pursue 
and complete a master’s degree in Leadership studies at Marquette University.  I furthered my 
study of leadership in my master’s program, and began to explore the teaching and learning 
process of leadership.  I, then, began my doctoral studies at Iowa State University, playing an 
active role in the leadership program, teaching leadership elective and independent studies 
courses, advising student groups, presenting workshops, and creating new initiatives for student 
leadership development.   
My educational experiences have been significant in informing my understanding of 
leadership, leadership education, and my dissertation topic.  As an incoming undergraduate 
student, my understanding of leadership was limited.  I was introduced to the study and practice 
of leadership beyond positional authority in the academic courses I was enrolled in, both in my 
undergraduate and graduate studies.  I experienced leadership education in many contexts, 
attending different universities for my degrees.  Kansas State University and Iowa State 
University have interdisciplinary leadership minors, one housed in a stand-alone school of 
leadership and the other, a college of arts and sciences, respectively.  These programs enrolled 
traditional students majoring in different disciplines and fields of study.  My master’s program 
was housed in a college of professional studies, aimed at students seeking to enhance their 
careers with leadership learning and development.  As an outcome of these experiences, I learned 
about the contextual nature of leadership, but also was exposed to different leadership programs 
and approaches to leadership education. 
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The people I have met through my education have also had a role in my understanding of 
leadership and leadership education.  The faculty members in my undergraduate and master’s 
programs were developmental in their approach to teaching leadership, sometimes more 
approachable than other faculty members, especially in other disciplines.  These people were 
influential in my educational journey; they inspired me to become a professor and mentored me 
through the process of doing so.  Additionally, as a master’s student and as a doctoral student, I 
engaged in professional academic associations, such as the International Leadership Association, 
Association for Leadership Educators, American College Personnel Association, and NASPA, 
meeting faculty beyond the programs I had studied in.  As I progressed through my education, it 
became evident there lacked a clear path to becoming a leadership professor.  The pathways of 
faculty I had in my leadership programs, and those I met through professional associations, were 
mixed and while I had been advised to obtain graduate degrees in leadership, I often heard of 
others pursuing degrees in “related” fields, such as higher education.  Since starting my own 
educational journey, I began fielding questions from others about navigating pathways in 
graduate leadership education. 
I have pursued a career in leadership studies because of the impact my leadership 
professors had on my own development and the passion I had for learning and applying 
leadership in my life.  My experiences in different types of leadership programs and navigating 
the journey of leadership education in higher education have brought me to my research topic.  
By way of my doctoral studies in higher education, I have explored notions of higher education, 
the history of disciplines and fields of study, and the emergence of new areas of study to make 
sense of leadership in higher education. 
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I come to my work with many beliefs and assumptions based on my personal 
experiences, the influences of faculty mentors, and my study of leadership and leadership 
education.  I believe in the study of leadership through academic coursework in higher education.  
My own understanding of leadership has expanded both broadly and deeply because of the 
academic study of leadership.  I believe in the holistic development that occurs through 
leadership education, as leadership faculty challenge students to consider not just the knowledge 
informing leadership, but reflecting on the attitudes and behaviors associated with the practice of 
leadership.  My own leadership faculty were integral in my development through teaching and 
mentoring.  In addition to the education of leadership, I believe in the need for the continued 
empirical study of leadership through various disciplinary, field, and profession epistemological 
and methodological lenses.  This is especially important as societal problems continue to exist, 
and the world continues to change and grow in complexity.  
In addition to my beliefs, I hold many assumptions in consideration of my work.  
Throughout my experiences, I have found leadership to be often used as a buzzword, added to 
titles of programs and degrees to generate interest and resources.  I, however, believe leadership 
to be more than this, defining it broadly as a process, inclusive of leaders and followers who, 
through influenced relationships and common purpose, address complex societal problems and 
create change for the common good (Heifitz et al., 2009; Komives et al., 2013; Northouse, 2013; 
Rost, 1993).  I have come to know leadership studies as the holistic study of leadership, 
integrating the study of leadership from many different disciplines for the contextual application 
and practice of leadership (Northouse, 2013; Rost, 1993), and leadership education as the 
intentional enhancement of one’s knowledge, skills, and abilities related to leadership using 
concurrent training activities (Allen & Roberts, 2011).  It is my assumption that leadership has 
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emerged among disciplines within higher education as a new area of study, with common 
underlying assumptions across programs.  I also assume that leadership, and associated 
leadership programs, are often in competition with many different entities over leadership 
expertise, legitimacy, and resources.  Therefore, studying the emergence of academic programs 
is important for understanding the emergence of leadership as an area of study, and its evolution 
within higher education.   
Because of my experiences, beliefs, and assumptions, it is important for me to articulate 
that I have an insider’s view into leadership and leadership education.  Stake (1995) argued, 
“Subjectivity is not seen as a failing needing to be eliminated but as an essential element of 
understanding” (p. 45).  My experience provides an insider’s understanding of leadership 
programs, and provides me working knowledge of leadership education with which to help 
develop relationships with case participants.  While this perspective is helpful in establishing a 
general understanding of and developing relationships within the case study, it can limit the 
analysis and interpretation of the data.  To be mindful of this limitation, I chose not to sample 
programs with which I have worked or been a student.  Additionally, strategies for developing 
credibility and dependability, such as triangulation, member checking, and memoing, were used 
to further enhance the trustworthiness of the data, analysis, and interpretations. 
Case Study Methods 
I employed a case study approach to investigate the research questions for my 
dissertation.  Many case studies have been conducted in education, including higher education 
(Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017; Yazan, 2015; Yin, 2018) and studies related to organizational theory 
have used case study methods (Yin, 2018).  Case study methods are useful when studying 
processual phenomenon influenced or carried out by actors or events in complex, social 
networks.  The case study approach aligns with the social constructionism paradigm as it seeks to 
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understand the processes of meaning making within a historical and social context.  Studies 
asking more explanatory questions such as those that are how and why, or seeking descriptions 
of the phenomenon of interest, generally lend themselves to case study methods.  This method 
spans quantitative and qualitative methodologies causing incongruence among definitions and 
considerations for developing case study methods approaches.  These differences are explored in 
determining a foundation for case study research design, based on Bartlett and Vavrus (2017) 
and Merriam (2009), for this dissertation. 
Epistemological Orientation 
Here I address uncertainty regarding case study methods as relates to qualitative work.  
Historically, case studies methods have not been associated with a particular epistemological 
orientation, even though identifying epistemological assumptions is important for informing the 
research design and process.  Yin is known to approach case study methods from a positivist 
epistemological orientation, defining case study method as one that “investigates a contemporary 
phenomenon (the “case”) in depth and within its real-world context, especially when the 
boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident” (p. 15).  While Stake 
(1995) and Merriam (2009) are known for holding a constructivist orientation and qualitative 
methodological approach to case study research (Yazan, 2015).  Merriam (2009) argued that case 
study research fits as a qualitative method when it seeks to understand and find meaning, utilizes 
the researcher as the main instrument for data collection and analysis, is inductive in nature, and 
provides rich descriptions as a final product.   
Though Yin situates case study methods in positivist epistemology, in the newest edition 
of Case Study Research and Application: Design and Methods (Yin, 2018) he argued that case 
studies can be conducted qualitatively from a constructivist orientation.  A case study grounded 
in a constructivist orientation focuses on the perspectives of participants involved in the study 
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and how these perspectives help the researcher understand and construct the case being studied 
(Yin, 2018).  Further, Bartlett and Vavrus (2017) argue for a process oriented case study 
approach which relies on an emergent design, a hallmark of qualitative work.  Emergent design 
allows for the researcher to “follow the inquiry” (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017) as the researcher 
prepares and engages in iterative research.  For this study, I used Merriam (2009) and Bartlett 
and Vavrus (2017) to inform the research design of this study, aligning the social 
constructionism epistemological paradigm, qualitative methodology, and the theoretical 
framework, institutional theory.  
Comparative Case Study 
A comparative case study method is used in this study.  Comparative case analysis 
requires multiple cases providing data to construct thick and richly descriptive cases with an in-
depth comparative analysis across cases.  This method considers research about practice, or how 
diverse social actors work together with or in response to social forces to produce and reproduce 
their social worlds (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017).  Bartlett and Vavrus (2017) argued that 
comparative case studies allow for thought related to “how similar processes lead to different 
outcomes in the same situations; how different influences lead to similar outcomes in others; and 
how seemingly distinct phenomena may be related to similar trends or pressures” (p. 15).  They 
provide space to transfer insights from one case to similar cases and contribute to greater 
significance of the study (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017). 
Bartlett and Vavrus (2017) apply the comparative case study method to the study of 
policy creation and implementation across local, national, and global contexts.  The focus of this 
method specifically on organizational processes aligns with the study of leadership programs in 
larger institutional systems influenced by the relationship between disciplines and higher 
education.  Bartlett and Vavrus (2017) argued that practices never occur in isolation, but are 
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often developed in relation to others, whether to distinguish oneself from the group or to gain 
membership within the group.  Using institutional theory, I explored how academic leadership 
programs have emerged in relation to other disciplines and fields within the landscape of higher 
education.  This method allowed for concentration on each site of interest and its associated 
actors, while remaining privy to the larger institutional contexts influencing the emergence of 
new areas of study and the creation of academic programs associated with these areas of study. 
Levels of comparison.  The comparative case study method analyzes and compares 
cases across three axes: Horizontal, vertical, and transversal.  These axes are part of the approach 
for comparison, searching for similarities, differences, and linkages among sites, hierarchies, and 
time (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017).  The horizontal axis concerns itself with the comparison of 
practices that occur in socially produced locations.  Academic leadership programs are the 
practice of interest for this study and will serve as the chosen site, representing the horizontal 
axis.  The horizontal axis is foregrounded in this study.  However, the vertical and transversal 
axes are important for influential consideration beyond the program itself.  
The vertical axis is defined by scale.  The vertical axis is concerned with the networks of 
“actors, institutions, and polices that produce some sense of bounded place” (Bartlett & Vavrus, 
2017, p. 15).  This is important for considering the emergence of new organizational fields, 
leadership as a new area of study, embedded within and among institutionalized systems, 
disciplines.  Scale represents the level of systems relevant to the case, exploring and analyzing 
the case across micro-, meso-, and macro-levels.  Disciplines, spanning institutions of higher 
education, are identified as the macro-level of analysis.  Universities, where programs are 
housed, represent the meso-level, and the programs, themselves, constitute the micro-level. 
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The transversal axis situates the case within its historical, social, political, and economic 
context.  These axes place a case in a broader context, and in tandem with a process-approach to 
data collection and analysis, allow for understanding how and why phenomenon occurs.  
Broadly, leadership has emerged among disciplines due to subspecialisms within disciplines and 
malleable bounds among soft disciplines.  It has also emerged because of the societal value 
placed on the development of leaders, especially in the United States.  This is important for 
understanding which contexts may have influenced the creation of academic leadership programs 
and how they may have influenced their development. Figure 1 provides a visual organization of 
Bartlett and Vavrus’s (2017) levels of comparison. 
 
 
Two sites were selected for this study, creating two cases for comparison.  Within each 
site, faculty and administrators were invited for interviewing and observation within 
programmatic and departmental meetings and events relevant to the study.  A collection of 




Change Over Time Transversal Axis 
Figure 1. Levels of Comparison (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017) 
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documents was analyzed for creating a historical understanding of the case and further analysis 
associated with the theoretical framing of this study.  Because this dissertation is a comparative 
case study, the findings section consists of two separate chapters for the thick description of each 
case and a within case analysis and a cross case analysis in the final chapter. 
Sampling 
Sampling is important in case study methods, since the case is the emphasis of study.  
Sampling is grounded in the conceptual or theoretical framework that informs the purpose of the 
study.  Merriam’s (2009) two-level sampling method is used for this study, applying Bartlett and 
Vavrus’s (2017) emergent design to develop the case through data collection and analysis.  Two 
levels of sampling occur in case study methods, the first being the case under exploration, which 
I argue for site selection rather than case, and the second consisting of the people, observations, 
and documents within the case.  Level one sampling is criteria-based, using the research purpose 
and questions to create criteria that guide case selection.  Purposive sampling is used for level 
two sampling, identifying data within the case that will uncover rich descriptions for case study 
building.  Institutional theory is the theoretical framework that guides the criteria set for site 
selection and the data collected within the case.   
Level One Sampling 
Merriam (2009) argued the most defining characteristic of case study methods is 
delimiting of the object of study, or identifying the case.  However, Bartlett and Vavrus (2017) 
argued that cases are found, rather than made, therefore, identifying a bounded system occurs as 
a result of the research process.  I define and delimit the site to be studied, understanding the 
potential for factors, actors, and features that might emerge and be relevant to the case through 
exploration of the site.  Merriam (2009) provides initial structure for considering sampling before 
data collection, while remaining open to the iterative process of case study research Bartlett and 
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Vavrus (2017) believe important.  The site for this study has been delimited to academic 
leadership programs.  The following criteria was used for sampling programs for participation in 
the study. 
The criteria set to delimit the two sites were (a) program type, (b) institution type, and (c) 
location within the organizational structure of the institution.  The first two criteria, program type 
and institution type, remained the same between the two sites, sampling programs offering 
undergraduate degrees at doctorate degree granting (R1, R2, R3) universities.  The 
undergraduate major and doctorate degree granting university was set due to the institutional 
rules they have developed and reified over time (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001).  These 
institutional rules have organized the work of faculty, research, education, and service, creating 
the functions and prioritization of these functions.  The undergraduate major arguably controls 
the flow of resources, such as faculty, and funding within institutions, and the value of research 
within disciplinary communities and higher education has prioritized research and heightened the 
prestige associated with research (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001).  Keeping criteria 
similar across undergraduate programs in doctorate granting institutions allowed for comparative 
analysis to focus on how these programs navigate the historical institutional rules. 
The third criteria set for identifying potential sites was program location.  Unlike program 
and institution type, program location, or where the program was situated in the academic 
organizational structure of the institution, varied across the two chosen sites.  The purpose of this 
study was to explore the organizational emergence of academic leadership programs.  Upon 
review of the ILA (2015) Leadership Program Directory, many programs are not housed within 
the same college or department.  Even more, they are often not found within arts and sciences 
colleges or disciplinary departments.  This suggests that the organization of these programs may 
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not be following traditional disciplinary norms, meaning further exploration was needed to 
understand how and why these programs have organized as they have.  
Therefore, to identify potential sites for case study development, I used purposive 
sampling to identify sites for comparison that meet the criteria (Merriam, 2009).  The ILA (2015) 
Leadership Program Directory was used to search for undergraduate leadership programs, using 
the following search items: Bachelor’s Degree (including minors), USA, and specific state.  232 
leadership programs, including minors, certificate, and bachelor’s degrees were identified.  
Institution type associated with each program’s institution was found using the Carnegie 
Classification (2017) system.  Institution type ranged from baccalaureate granting institutions to 
the highest research activity, according to the classification system.  Where the programs were 
housed within their institutions ranged from interdisciplinary studies and disciplines, to fields of 
study such as education, business, and agriculture.  They were also housed in continuing and 
professional studies and undergraduate studies.  
After generating the list of 232 programs, I narrowed the search first by institution type, 
focusing on institutions with the highest research activity (R1), higher research activity (R2), and 
moderate research activity (R3) (Carnegie Classification, 2017), program location, and 
geographic location within the Midwest.  Twelve institutions were identified with leadership 
programs.  I had previously worked or studied at two institutions which were removed from the 
list.  This left a list of 10 potential programs for study.  It is important to note that some of the 
institutions housed multiple programs with the term leadership included in the title, providing yet 
another layer of interest to the purpose of this study.  Programs that appeared to have 
foregrounded the study of leadership were chosen for potential participation.  
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A recruitment list was created to recruit sites for participation.  In order to avoid two sites 
with programs housed in the same location, I strategically organized the list into waves.  Each 
wave consisted of two programs housed in different locations within their institutions; they were 
organized across waves in a manner that minimized the potential for similarly organized 
programs to agree to participate.  Upon developing my list, I used university websites to search 
for program coordinator or faculty to contact about participation in the study.  This person 
became my contact, or gatekeeper, throughout the data collection process.  As a result of level 
one sampling, one program from the first wave agreed to participate and one program from the 
second wave agreed to participate.  Table 1 outlines the organization of participating programs 
within their institutions. 
Table 1 Organization of Participating Programs 
Site One Site Two 
R1 Institution R1 Institution 
College of General Studies Center for Agriculture 
Career Office, in partnership with Office of 
Student Activities and academic departments College of Agriculture 
Leadership Certificate (undergraduate) Department of Education, Leadership, and Communication 
 Leadership Programs (undergraduate and graduate) 
 
Level Two Sampling 
Purposive sampling was used in level two sampling.  Merriam (2009) argued that a 
purposive sampling method is most applicable for qualitative studies as the researcher seeks to 
“discover, understand, and gain insight” into a phenomenon (p. 77).  Level two sampling 
includes potential sites to be visited, activities to be observed, people to interview, and/or 
documents to be reviewed.  The purpose is to serve as an information-rich sample to develop a 
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rich description of the case.  Merriam (2009) suggested the sample within a case either be set 
before data collection or during.  I felt the need to do both – identifying a sample before data 
collection and allowing the research process lead to me other data that might be relevant,  
during collection. 
I used purposive sampling to identify the data to be collected within the site.  I chose to 
sample staff, faculty, department, and college administrators because of their involvement in the 
process of organizing programs in higher education. Further, interviewing the 
director/coordinator of the program provided insight into why the program emerged and how the 
program itself was organized, as well as its relationship to the larger institution.  Faculty member 
interviews gave perspective on the implications of how their program was organized internally.  
Interviews with the dean of the college/director of a larger departmental unit brought a broader 
perspective to how the leadership program fit within its external organization and narrative about 
why it came to be.  Given the organization of each program, I planned observations, including 
the physical space of the programs and organizational activities like meetings, in the sampling 
method.  I used purposive sampling to determine the observation of the physical location of the 
program, where faculty members were located relative to one another, and organizational 
activities like faculty and/or departmental meetings and events, gathering descriptions of 
organizational processes, institutionalism, and decision making.  Lastly, document analysis will 
be important in developing the case.  I sampled publicly available documents and documents 
provided to me by participants during the data collection process.  
Data Collection 
Collecting data in qualitative research must be well-considered before and during the 
process, as the process is iterative and consideration is ongoing.  The theoretical framing of the 
study, research questions and purpose, and the sample, including the case itself and what was 
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studied within the case determined the techniques for determining what data was and how it was 
collected (Merriam, 2009).  What was studied and how it would be studied was determined 
before collecting data.  However, given the emergent and iterative design of comparative case 
study methods, I maintained an openness to potential data sources that were not identified upon 
the proposal of the study (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017).  While new forms of data did not emerge 
during the process of collecting data, I did use interviews as a time to identify other potential 
interviewees and was often provided documents to further explore in my analysis.  The following 
describes what kind of data was collected and how it was collected. 
Interviews 
As previously stated, I conducted interviews as a main source of data for this study.  
Bartlett and Vavrus (2017) argued that interviewing, along with observation, were the most 
important data collection tools for case study methods, especially when exploring the horizontal 
access of comparison case studies.  Interviews should be used to gather particular kinds of 
information, when the researcher would like to know more about behavior, feelings, or 
interpretations of their experiences (Merriam, 2009).  They provide rich descriptions creating a 
foundation for comparison across sites.  
 For this study, I used the semi-structured interviewing method.  Semi-structured 
interviews are less structured, with open-ended questions and flexibility to allow for the 
respondent to freely share and expand on their experiences (Merriam, 2009).  Interview 
participants were selected because of the uniqueness of their perspective, as well as their shared 
experiences within the larger case.  Thus, semi-structured interviews questions were created with 
the research questions, purpose, and theoretical framing in mind, but also allowed for further 
exploration of the topic by both the researcher and the interviewee.  Asking good questions was 
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imperative to gather rich, relevant data.  Merriam (2009) recommended developing interview 
questions focusing on participant experiences and behavior, opinion and values, and knowledge.   
I conducted seven interviews at site one, ranging from 60-90 minutes.  At site two, I 
conducted six interviews, ranging from 45-60 minutes.  Interviews were audio recorded upon 
approval of the participant for data transcription, analysis, and member checking.  Memoing 
occurred after each interview as a form of iterative reflection.  Questions broadly addressed the 
history of the program, current program operation, and the relationship of the program within the 
organizational structure of the institution, as well as the role and professional background of each 
participant, and their assumptions and beliefs about leadership and leadership programs.  
Interview protocols for each type of participant are provided in Appendix C.  Table 2 provides 
information for the number of people interviewed at each site by role. 
Table 2 Number of People Interviewed by Role 
Site One Site Two 
Associate Dean, College (1) Dean, College (1) 
Program Faculty (3) Chair, Department (1) 
Program Staff (2)  Program Faculty (4) 
Program Coordinator (1)   
 
Program coordinator.  Site one had one program coordinator, whereas site two had 
multiple faculty coordinating different degree programs within the Leadership program.  
Therefore, site two’s interviews reflected both the coordinator and faculty interview questions.  I 
asked program coordinators questions regarding the history of the program, seeking information 
about its inception, key players involved, decisions regarding the placement and structure of the 
program, and any gaps or needs the program was created to fill, as well as the programs current 
organizational operations.  Questions regarding the background of the coordinator and their role, 
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including administrative responsibilities to the program, department, and institution, and the 
nuances of navigating among the structure of higher education.  Lastly, I asked questions 
regarding the beliefs and assumptions about leadership studies and academic  
leadership programs. 
Department chairs and college deans.  Department chairs and college deans represent 
organizational actors that influence decision-making and the flow of resources to and from each 
program.  At site one, I interviewed an associate dean of the college the program was housed in 
and at site two, I interviewed a department chair and dean of the college the program was 
embedded in.  Interview questions with this sample included discussion about the creation of the 
program from a college and institutional level, with interest in the decision-making process to 
create a program and the structure of the program.  I asked about their role as department chair 
and dean, and how they approach their work with the leadership program.  Additionally, 
questions about their beliefs and assumptions about Leadership studies and academic leadership 
programs were explored.  
Program faculty.  I interviewed program faculty to provide insight into the organization 
of the program from within.  Questions for program faculty included discussion about the history 
of the program to triangulate data, as well as the current operation of the program.  I asked to 
questions related to their view of the relationship of the program within the larger institution.  I 
asked questions exploring their backgrounds and relationship with their disciplinary 
communities, and about their beliefs and assumptions regarding Leadership studies and 
leadership programs.  
Observations 
Observations are useful in case study research as they provide greater understanding of 
the case and its context.  Merriam (2009) stated that observations “represent a firsthand 
66 
 
encounter with the phenomenon of interest” (p. 117).  They can be used to gather greater 
knowledge of the case regarding activities, occurrences, and behaviors.  Additionally, 
observations can help the researcher get to know the case and develop content and questions for 
future interviews, observations, and document gathering.  Like interviewing, preparing for 
observing a setting or context is critical.  Merriam (2009) suggested focusing observations on the 
participants present, activities occurring, behavior being elicited, and the setting or physical 
space.  It is also wise for the researcher to consider the level of participation in the observation.  
For this study, I conducted observations as a participant (Merriam, 2009), meaning I made 
myself aware to the actors in the setting, but my main role was to observe rather than participate.  
I observed the physical organization of each academic leadership program, as well as meetings in 
the programmatic and departmental level.  Observation protocols can be found in Appendix D.  
In total, I spent five hours observing site one and ten hours of observation in site two. 
Physical space.  I observed the physical space the academic leadership program 
occupies.  Data was gathered about where programs were housed in the physical organization of 
the institution, as well as the physical organization within each program (Gumport & Snydman, 
2002).  These observations informed the physical organization of the program and established 
familiarity with the case to ask questions regarding the why of its organization in interviews.  
Data was recorded through field notes, including drawings and pictures.  I observed the space at 
site one for four hours and at site two for three hours.  
Programmatic and departmental meetings.   I also observed faculty and departmental 
meetings/events to gather information about institutional rules regarding the organization of 
these programs.  At site one, I observed one faculty committee meeting and at site two, I 
observed one faculty meeting and two departmental level curriculum meetings, undergraduate 
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and graduate.  The focus of my observations was on the behaviors and enactments of faculty, 
whether or not their behavior was demonstrative of the disciplinary norms or behaviors outlined 
by Abbott’s (2001) disciplinary structure and the three functions of higher education.  I collected 
information about the relationship between the leadership program and its embedded structure, 
the department, and the social process of decision-making among organizational actors.  The 
enactment of the collegial nature of higher education and the hierarchy of disciplines and 
organizational structure was of particular interest.  I anticipated behaviors that reinforced first 
among equals (collegiality) or a sense of hierarchy based on disciplinary or administrative status.  
Observation protocols were used for documentation of field notes, and memoing occurred after 
each meeting.  I observed a faculty committee meeting for one hour at site one and five hours of 
meetings at site two, including a faculty meeting and department graduate and undergraduate 
curriculum meetings. 
Additional observations.  In addition to observing the physical space of each program 
and attending programmatic and departmental meetings, I observed graduate student 
presentations.  During my time spent at site two, I attended a master’s thesis presentation, as well 
as a dissertation defense.  These observations provided insight into the activities of the program 
on the graduate level (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001).  Together, these presentations 
totaled two hours of additional observations. 
Document Review 
Document review was the last form of data collection for my dissertation.  Written 
documents, visual and digital documents, as well as physical materials are all considered sources 
of data collection, including newspapers, reports, written communication, agendas and meeting 
minutes, photos and videos, journals and reflections.  Documents created by the researcher 
during the process can also be used, including any memoing from observations and interviews, 
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as well as any journaling done by the researcher are helpful.  Stake (1995) stated, “By showing 
interest in various documents, the researcher enlists a number of actors and colleagues in the 
watch for useful documents” (p. 68).  It is important to have in mind the types of documents the 
researcher is interested in gathering.  However, due to the iterative nature of qualitative data 
collection, and the process of observing and learning about the case, participants in the case 
study were important informants of documents I might not have known about. 
I was most interested in physical materials that provided more context for the original 
organization and history of the leadership program under study.  Both sites provided an 
assortment of documents that included program proposals, strategic planning documents, and 
organizational charts.  These, along with university website information, were used to develop a 
brief history to situate the case using rich descriptions.  My field notes and journal with memos 
from interviews and observations, document analysis, and overall journal reflections were also 
used as documents for data analysis. 
Data Analysis 
The purpose of conducting a qualitative case study analysis is to provide in-depth, rich 
descriptions of the case, seeking greater interpretation of the phenomenon of interest within the 
case.  The process of data analysis in case studies is important for developing the description of 
the case, but also analyzing and interpreting the case.  In a multi-case study, data analysis also 
includes cross-case analysis.  The process of qualitative analysis is iterative, emergent, and 
dynamic (Merriam, 2009).  The purpose of data analysis is to make meaning of the research 
questions and the case (Merriam, 2009).  
The process of case study data analysis is involved.  Therefore, the following guided the 
data analysis process for my dissertation.  Merriam (2009) identified multiple considerations for 
data analysis, beginning with the creation of a case study record.  A case study record, or 
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database of interviews, observations, and documents collected throughout the study, was created.  
Organizing the data was beneficial for developing and analyzing the cases in the study.  Merriam 
(2009) outlined a two-step process for analyzing the data (a) analysis within each case, learning 
as much as one can about the individual case, and (b) cross-case analysis, searching for 
meaningful patterns across cases.  This process was applied in tandem with Bartlett and Vavrus’s 
(2017) axes of comparison, with attention on the horizontal axis, during the analysis process.  I 
started the process of data analysis building the case for each site.  This provided context for 
within and across case analysis.  
Coding 
The qualitative data analysis I conducted was inductive and comparative.  Merriam 
(2009) argued that the goal of data analysis involved “consolidating, reducing, and interpreting 
what people have said and what the researcher has seen and read” (p. 176).  Through the coding 
process, I wrote interview summaries, iteratively summarizing the interview and coding for the 
smallest unit of meaningful data within each interview.  Once member-checked with the 
interview participant, I, then, compared interview summaries, looking for patterns across the data 
that became emerging themes and categories.  In addition, I coded documents provided by 
participants, websites, and field notes inductively and iteratively, comparing data across data 
points.  Together, I began building each case for analysis and comparison.  The coding process 
began inductively and as themes and categories were generated, becomes more deductive.  The 
following outlines how methodological and theoretical practices informed my data  
analysis process. 
I used open coding, “being open to anything possible” (Merriam, 2009, p. 178) that might 
emerge from initial analysis of the data.  Though themes were not developed before data 
analysis, like in deductive coding, the coding process was guided by the purpose and research 
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questions of the study, as well as the theoretical framework, institutional theory.  Initial codes 
that emerged included “office,” “department,” “college” in the organizational description of 
programs, “responsibilities,” “coordinating,” “faculty,” “staff,” “budget,” and “resources” related 
to job activities within the programs.  Other codes such as “curriculum,” “classes,” “teaching,” 
and “students” emerged in descriptions about the curricular aspects of each program.  This 
helped identify meaningful and relevant data points for the study.  As mentioned before, analysis 
was done both within and across cases, identifying codes that later developed into themes and 
categories.  Data collection and analysis continued until the point of saturation, or when no new 
insights were formed from the data (Merriam, 2009).   
Data was analyzed using the theoretical framing of this study, institutional theory, and the 
horizontal axis of comparison used in comparative case study methods.  I coded for the history 
and creation of programs, searching for decision-making processes and actors involved, their 
relationship within their colleges and institutions (Astin & Astin, 2000; Bowen, 1977; Bartlett & 
Vavrus, 2017; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Codes like “need,” “desire,” and “value,” emerged in 
descriptions of developing a leadership program.  “Decision-making,” “things to think about,” 
and “responsibilities” were codes that emerged when reading about the decision-making 
processes of programs and codes like “administrators,” “faculty,” and “committee(s)” emerged 
when discussing who involved, and not involved, in those processes.  I analyzed the organization 
of the program, searching for areas of mimicry and divergence from traditional disciplines and 
across the two sites studied (Abbott, 2001; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Klein, 1990).  I coded for 
the relationship between the leadership program and the larger university, searching for any 
physical manifestation of contention over expertise and knowledge bounds of leadership due to 
its interdisciplinarity (Abbott, 2001; Klein, 1990).  Emerging codes related to the organization of 
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programs and their relationship to their institution included “certification,” “certifying,” 
“leadership,” “other departments,” “other leadership programs,” “teaching,” “research,” 
“service/extension,” “other disciplines,” “multidisciplinary,” and “interdisciplinary.”  In 
addition, I analyzed data for implications for practice, with attention to what the study means for 
the practice of interdisciplinarity within higher education and considerations for administrators 
and faculty working with or in leadership programs (Klein, 1990; Lattcua, 2001).  These codes 
included any “concerns” related to the “value” and “rigor” of “leadership development” and 
“desires” to make programs grounded in the study of leadership. 
Trustworthiness 
Conducting trustworthy qualitative research is an important for the purpose and 
credibility of the study.  Research must be grounded in ethical procedures and guided by ethical 
decision making, especially in applied fields.  This is important as the intent of the results are 
meant to be explore through future research and applied to similar sites.  Readers must be able to 
trust that the findings of the study are credible and dependable.  Trustworthiness is enhanced 
through credible and dependable research practices.  In addition, important to this study, credible 
and dependable practices are important for the transferability of the study, or applicability to  
like cases.  
Credibility in qualitative studies refers to the congruency between findings and reality 
(Merriam, 2009).  Dependability refers to the consistency between findings and the data 
collected (Merriam, 2009).  Many practices have been used in qualitative research to enhance the 
credibility and dependability of the study.  Triangulation, member checking, researcher 
positionality, and audit trails are used in this study to increase the level of trustworthiness.  
Triangulation refers to the use of multiple means (methods, data, researchers, theories) to 
corroborate the findings.  Multiple forms of data were collected in this study to triangulate 
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findings.  Member checking, requesting feedback from participants regarding interviews and 
interpretations, was used during the data collection and analysis phases.  I shared interview 
summaries and transcripts with each interviewee and observation notes with meeting participants 
after they were conducted.  In the member-checking process, participants had an opportunity to 
clarify, redact, and edit any information they deemed necessary.  A positionality statement was 
provided as a critical reflection of my positionality within the research process.  An audit trail 
was maintained, detailing information about decisions made before and during the data 
collection and analysis process.  
Additionally, to enhance the trustworthiness and transferability of the study, rich 
descriptions have been provided by way of in-depth accounts of each case studied.  This is 
arguably the value of the case study method.  Merriam (2009) stated, “The general lies in the 
particular; that is, what we learn in a particular situation we can transfer or generalize to similar 
situations subsequently encountered” (p. 225).  The key to transferability is to provide sufficient 
evidence, allowing the reader to make decisions about further application of results.  The use of a 
comparative case study is an intentional decision aimed at increasing the transferability, or 
applicability, of the study to new sites.  The use of an audit trail provides further information 
about research design and methods decisions. 
Ethical practices.  Maintaining the integrity of the relationship with participants and 
their privacy is of serious concern when conducting qualitative research.  All sites and 
participants chose a pseudonym at the beginning of the study.  Additionally, informed consent 
documents, provided in Appendix B, were signed by those giving consent to participate in the 
study.  With the informed consent documents, an overview of the study, including the purpose 
and intended data collection methods, were shared with the participants.  All hard copy data and 
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data analysis documents, along with informed consent documents were kept in a locked filing 
cabinet in a locked office.  All electronic data was stored on a password protected computer 
owned by the researcher.  Under IRB guidelines, participants were informed that they could 





  MIDWEST UNIVERSITY LEADERSHIP PROGRAM 
The focus of this dissertation was to better understand how and why academic leadership 
programs have emerged within their institutions.  These programs have emerged across 
institutions of higher education in disparate places (ILA, 2015).  The value society and college 
and universities place on leadership development and the interdisciplinary nature of leadership 
have arguably influenced how these programs have emerged.  Using disciplinary and 
interdisciplinary frameworks (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Klein, 1990; Lattuca, 
2001) with organizational and institutional theory (Broom & Selznick, 1955; DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983), this study explored how these programs have organized and what influenced their 
organization.  This dissertation uses empirical evidence to explore the organization of academic 
leadership programs.  In doing so, I conducted a comparative case study analysis, sampling two 
programs with undergraduate degrees at research intensive institutions because of the organizing 
power of majors in higher education and the institutionalized ranking power of these institutions 
(Altbach, 2011b, Bok, 2013; Carnegie Classification, 2017; Gumport & Snydman, 2002).  Where 
the programs were housed within their institutions differed among sites, allowing for a cross case 
comparative analysis (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017).    
My first case, discussed in chapter four, offers an undergraduate certificate that is situated 
within a College of General Studies in a Department of Leadership.  The program is a 
multidisciplinary academic program, lacking a centralized department or program on campus 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Gumport & Snydman, 2002; Knight et al., 2013).  The second case, 
presented in chapter five, offers multiple degree programs, including undergraduate minors, a 
master’s, and Ph.D. program, and is housed within a College of Agriculture in a Department of 
Education.  Because this program emerged within an existing academic department, it has a 
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centralized program with leadership faculty engaging in the three functions (Bowen, 1977; 
DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Gumport & Snydman, 2002).  Both chapters four and five include 
the following: context for the case, institutional context and program description, and a within 
case analysis, including influences on the organization of the program and  
organizational implications.  
Midwest University Program Context 
The academic program at Midwest University is an undergraduate certificate program in 
leadership.  Undergraduate certificates are not majors, but abbreviated programs of study 
requiring 20 credit hours of coursework outlined by the coordinating department.  In this case, 
the certificate in leadership was created to centralize leadership development on campus.  
Creating a certificate to compliment students’ majors was important for making leadership 
development accessible to all students.  The purpose of the program is to prepare students to be 
leaders in their professions and as citizens of the world.  The certificate is situated in the 
Department of Leadership in the College of General Studies.  However, the organization of this 
program is not like academic programs with directors and faculty housed within the program 
(Becher & Trowler, 2001; Gumport & Snydman, 2002; Knight et al., 2013).  Many of the 
responsibilities related to the programmatic (i.e. degree offerings and curriculum) and 
bureaucratic elements (i.e. resources and personnel) are decentralized.  This may be due to the 
isomorphic influences and constraints on the development of the program (DiMaggio &  
Powell, 1983).   
To gain a better understanding of the program and its organizing processes, I interviewed 
faculty and staff from the offices and departments involved with the program, observed faculty 
committee meetings, and collected documents through internet search and participant 
recommendation.  Of those I interviewed, one participant was a college administrator, one 
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program coordinator, two faculty members serving on the faculty committee, and three staff 
members, one of which teaches a course in the program.  Their names, titles, office/department, 
and association with the program are outlined in Table 3. 
Table 3 Participant Information, Midwest University 
Pseudonym Title Office/Department Responsibilities 
Dr. James Meyer College 
Administrator 
College of General 
Studies 
Oversees the coordination of the 
Department of Leadership studies 
and academic processes for the 
certificate 
Ms. Anne Owens Program 
Coordinator 
Career Office Coordinates Leadership 
Certificate, including advising and 
academic approvals for 
coursework and degree granting; 
Faculty Committee member 
Dr. Lori Moss Faculty 
Member 
Humanities  Serves as the current chair of the 
Faculty Committee for the 
Leadership Certificate 
Dr. Julie Higgins Academic 
Administrator,  
Business Serves on the Faculty Committee; 
past chair of the committee 
Mr. Mac Sanders Staff, 
Instructor 
Career Office Coordinates one of two core 
leadership courses for the 
certificate 
Mr. Will Bard Administrator Office of Student 
Activities 
Oversees staff who coordinates 




Staff Office of Student 
Activities 
Coordinates leadership courses 
the office is responsible for; 
Faculty Committee member 
 
My participants were crucial for understanding the how the program has organized.  The offices, 
committees, and departments/colleges are even more important for understanding the 
multidisciplinary and decentralized nature of the program.  Though a Department of Leadership 
exists, the Faculty Committee, Career Office, and Office of Student Activities were important 
entities in shaping and carrying out the responsibilities related to the program.  Table 4 outlines 
the entity, its purpose, and association to the Leadership Program.   
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Table 4 Relevant Offices, Committees, Departments/Colleges 




Dr. James Meyer Serves numerous 
purposes, housing two 





year seminars, non-degree 
distance education, and K-
12 education 
Academic home for the 
Department of Leadership 
Studies, including the 
certificate in leadership 
and courses listed under 




 Unit that leadership 
certificate and leadership 
designated courses reside 
in 
The department is an 
organizing formality, 
lacking physical space 
and centralized staff and 




Dr. Lori Moss,  
Dr. Julie Higgins,  
Ms. Anne Owens,  
Mr. Mac Sanders, 
Ms. Ashley 
Wilkes 
The committee and its 
members are expected to 
utilize their position in the 
institution and 




guest lecture, and 
advocate for the program 
across campus 
Formed in the leadership 
certificate proposal; 
faculty from business, 
education, and liberal arts 
and sciences and staff 
from the Career Office 
and Office of Student 
Activities comprise the 
committee  
Career Office Ms. Anne Owens, 
Mr. Mac Sanders 
Provides career 
development training for 
students, with a mission 
and vision to develop 
leaders for professional 
success 
Houses the program 
coordinator for the 
leadership program and 
oversees all academic 
affairs related to the 
program, including degree 
audits and course 
substitutions, and is 
responsible for teaching 
one of two core 
leadership courses; this 
office reports to the 






Table 4 Continued  
 









opportunities for students 
and student organizations, 
with a focus on 
entertainment, Greek life, 




development in student 
affairs; responsible for 
teaching leadership 
courses, including one of 
two core leadership 
courses; reports to the 
Vice President of Student 
Affairs 
 
The following description takes the us through an understanding of the academic program at 
Midwest University and how it is situated among the organizational structures.     
Institutional Context and Program Description 
Midwest University is a research intensive, public institution, enrolling between 30,000-
35,000 students, including both undergraduate and graduate enrollment.  The university, nestled 
in a small urban area, is known for its premier medical center and research being done in both 
the sciences and fine arts.  The university offers over 200 majors, minors, and certificates across 
12 colleges.  Midwest University makes known its desire to prepare students to be successful 
professionals and knowledgeable leaders and citizens, striving to be the “leadership institution.”  
The leadership program, an undergraduate, multidisciplinary certificate degree program, has 
been available to students for almost 10 years, positioning itself as a program contributing to the 
larger leader development focused mission of the institution.  The program is uniquely situated 
within the structures of Midwest University and worthy of deeper exploration.  
Academic Program 
The undergraduate certificate in leadership was started by a staff member in the Career 
Office who wanted to expand an existing leadership program in the office into a more 
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formalized, curricular program.  A conversation with colleague teaching in the College of 
Business manifested into the creation of a 20 credit hour, multidisciplinary leadership certificate.  
Together, these two pioneers came to a similar understanding of the goals and activities 
associated with an academic leadership program, or organization (Birnbaum, 1988; DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983; Heath & Sitkin, 2001).  They desired to make leadership learning accessible to all 
undergraduate students, from any college, enrolled in any major, that was representative of the 
multidisciplinary study of leadership and required minimal time and resources from academic 
and student affairs units.  The final proposal for the certificate was put forth in partnership with 
the Career Office, reporting to the Provost’s office and offering professional development 
programming to students, the Office of Student Activities, reporting to the Vice President of 
Student Affairs and overseeing leadership and service co-curricular programming, and the 
faculty committee, a group of faculty from education, business, and liberal arts and sciences 
interested in the study of leadership, and staff from the two aforementioned offices, providing 
oversight for the certificate program.  
The partnership was representative of the program content.  According the original 
program proposal, the certificate program was meant to provide an “integrated curricular and co-
curricular, multidisciplinary experience that challenges [students] to take on more responsibility 
for themselves and their communities.”  This experience was shaped by the required coursework, 
the elective coursework students choose based on interest, and the hands-on learning experiences 





Table 5 Academic Leadership Program Requirements 
Requirements Topic Areas 




Core Courses  Multidisciplinary 
Perspectives; Theory 
and Practice 

















Internship, or Practicum 







The coursework includes multiple disciplinary perspective using an additive approach to 
studying leadership, reflective of Klein’s (1990) definition of multidisciplinarity.  The majority 
of courses required for the program are offered through different academic programs and though 
the program does not have a director, there is designated staff from the Career Office to oversee 
academic processes.  This staff member, as well as the faculty involved in the program are 
situated in offices and departments outside of the Department of Leadership (Knight et al., 
2013).  The course requirements for the certificate are a blend of leadership designated courses, 
taught and coordinated by many different offices and staff members across campus, mainly the 
Career Office and Office of Student Activities, and courses that are taught in other departments 
by faculty interested in the study of leadership.  The core leadership courses are meant to bring 
together a multidisciplinary understanding of leadership and are housed in the Department of 
Leadership.  The elective courses, a vast majority of the requirements for the program, are to 
provide deeper study into specific disciplinary perspectives that are of interest to individual 
students and are coordinated and taught by faculty in departments across campus.  Students can 
choose courses offered from a number of departments, including communication, journalism, 
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business, management, military science, psychology, sociology, social work, American studies, 
cultural competencies, education, and gender and women’s studies programs.  Added together, 
these courses are to fulfill a multidisciplinary exploration of leadership. 
The faculty committee provides curricular oversight for the program; they continue to 
make sense of the goals and actions of the program as it evolves.  The committee consists of no 
less than five members, representing the three colleges, education, business, and liberal arts and 
sciences, and staff members from the Career Office and the Office of Student Activities.  
Participation in the committee is considered service for members who have faculty positions 
(Becher & Trowler, 2001; Bowen, 1977) and may be additional responsibilities for people who 
hold staff positions.  Together, the committee is tasked with: 
(a) determining and periodically reviewing the content and staffing of the core leadership 
course; (b) periodically reviewing elective courses and making changes as necessary; (c) 
periodically assessing the effectiveness of the leadership certificate and suggesting 
modifications; (d) participating as guest lecturers each semester for the core leadership 
course; and (e) advocating for the leadership certificate across the University 
Figure 2 displays the organization of the committee and the 10 serving representatives by 
academic department or office.  The committee meets once a semester and oversees decision 
making related to student requests for course substitutions, changes in requirements for the 




Figure 2 Organization of Faculty Committee 
 
A faculty member chairs the committee and works with program coordinator to set meeting 
agendas and alert committee members of news that may impact the certificate.  Because the 
Department of Leadership does house faculty or staff, the chair of the committee has a faculty 
appointment in a different academic department.  Dr. Lori Moss serves as the chair position, 
which is elected by the committee, and Ms. Anne Owens, the coordinator, which is staffed by the 
Career Office. 
Embedding Units 
The content of the curricular program is reflective of a program created to reflect the 
multidisciplinary approach to leadership and an appeal to the university’s leadership 
development mission.  The leadership certificate resides in the Department of Leadership in the 
College of General Studies.  However, the college and department do not operate like traditional 

















Department of Leadership lacks central bureaucratic and programmatic elements of more 
traditional academic departments (Gumport & Snydman, 2002).  The bureaucratic elements of 
academic departments include the resources, personnel, and physical space associated with the 
program, where the programmatic elements include degree offerings, teaching, and learning 
occurring in the program.  Because the program lacks centralizing elements, it relies heavily on 
other units to carry out the functions of the program.  In this case, the Career Office and Office 
of Student Activities share responsibilities coordinating the program, with the majority of 
responsibilities remaining with the Career Office.  Together, all of these units participate in the 
organizing process, attempting to develop shared understandings of the goals and actions of the 
program.  Figure 3 depicts the embedding units of the certificate. 
The College of General Studies and the Department of Leadership. The College of 
General Studies houses the leadership certificate in the Department of Leadership.  The college 




Dean of Student Affairs
College of General Studies
Career Office
Faculty Committee




Figure 3 Embedding Units of the Leadership Certificate 
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and though the college is unique in the services and programs it offers.  It houses degree 
programs, including bachelor degrees in applied studies and liberal studies, interdisciplinary 
certificates and programs, including the leadership certificate, first-year seminars, non-degree 
distance education, and K-12 education.  Though the college is seen as an equal to the other 
colleges in the university, it does generate revenue from the other colleges to pay for first-year 
seminars and retention programming required for graduation. 
Dr. James Meyer, an administrator in the college, described the college as the “land of 
misfit toys,” becoming “the glue that hold[s] a lot of things together.”  He explained how the 
college has become a mechanism for developing interdisciplinary programs and student success 
initiatives, and housing programs that may not have a clear “fit” in another college.  This caught 
the attention of Dr. Julie Higgins, a faculty member in the College of Business and a former 
colleague in the Career Office as they worked together to see if an academic program in 
leadership was possible at the university.  The College of General Studies had a mechanism for 
developing the certificate as a multidisciplinary partnership across academic and student affairs 
units without asking too much of one or multiple academic units for resources or containing 
power to one academic unit.  
 The College of General Studies was an important part of the organization of the 
program.  Because the certificate was a formalized credential conferred by university (Freidson, 
1986), it had to be housed within the academic arm of the institution in order to complete 
academic processes related to faculty, curriculum and course schedule, and degree auditing and 
grating (Birnbaum, 1988; Gumport & Snydman, 2002).  The College of General Studies was the 
mechanism for tending to these processes while maintaining the desired relationship among 
academic and student affairs units involved in the development of the program.  The college also 
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served as a mechanism for developing a course designator for leadership courses.  This 
designated was used for the core courses for the certificate.  It has also become a designated used 
by student affairs units to offer course credit for student training programs in orientation and 
enrollment, recreational services, and residential life, to name a few.  The Department of 
Leadership was created to house the certificate program and leadership designated courses.  
However, even though the department exists in the College of General Studies, it lacks many 
central organizing processes of traditional academic departments (Gumport & Snydman, 2002), 
reflected in the shading difference in Figure 1. 
Dr. Meyer said, “[The department] is really just on paper.  It’s an academic program, on 
paper.  There are no full-time faculty.  And, then, there are staff, who basically help administer 
the courses, there.”  Using Gumport and Snydman’s (2002) bureaucratic (i.e. resources, 
personnel, physical space) and programmatic (i.e. degrees offered, teaching and learning) 
elements of academic programs, there are few elements centralized in the department itself.  The 
degree and course offerings are centralized in the department, along with tuition dollars and 
funding generated through leadership designated courses, which is, then, dispersed to the 
decentralized units overseeing specific courses.  Because the department exists on paper, there 
are no central offices that house staff and faculty for the program.  Rather other units on campus 
control the hiring, training, and compensation of faculty who teach leadership designated and 
elective courses.  These units include the Career Office and Office of Student Activities.  
Decisions about elective courses not housed in the Department of Leadership, like course 
offerings and assigning faculty to teach, is up to the home department.  Faculty who are tenured, 
tenure-track, lecturers, or adjunct may teach these courses and are compensated according to 
departmental or unit policies.   
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The Career Office and Office of Student Activities.  Without a dedicated faculty and 
staff working in the leadership program, many of the coordinating responsibilities are 
decentralized to other units.  In the proposal for the certificate, the administrative responsibilities 
were split between the Career Office and the Office of Student Activities, a partnership created 
through shared goals; a mutual desire to centralize leadership development, offer academic 
credit, and make the program accessible to all undergraduate students.   
Many of the responsibilities, especially related to the academic processes of the program, 
have been placed within the Career Office.  This is because the unit reports to the Provost’s 
office, giving the director authority approve courses, plan course scheduling, and respond to any 
faculty or student complaints as relates to the Leadership designated courses.  Additionally, the 
Career Office employs a staff member that is the coordinator for the program.  The coordinator 
advises students; supervises the core course, including the instructor for the course; runs degree 
audits; coordinates faculty committee meetings; supervises the internship component; 
reexamines involvement and support of the certificate based on staff responsibilities and budget 
needs; and attends administrative meetings on behalf of the certificate. Anne Owens serves in 
this position for the leadership certificate, finding value in having a designated program 
coordinator, saying, “It seems useful that there’s one consistent person, me.  I love my job.  I 
don’t plan on going anywhere, so ideally somebody who’s really there in the long-term to see 
[the certificate] through.”  Having someone’s job description include administrative 
responsibilities related to the certificate has been important considering there is no centralized 
unit for the program and service on the faculty committee is voluntary.  A centralized 
coordinator also helps gather and disseminate important information, especially as she 
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coordinates faculty committee meetings.  As Anne said, “I think I’m present in a lot of spaces 
and try to bring information to the right people at the right time.” 
The Office of Student Activities houses a co-director of the leadership certificate that 
worked alongside the director of the Career Office, though over time the collaboration between 
the two directors has decreased.  The Office of Student Activities oversees the on-campus 
practicum component of the certificate and to reflect on its involvement in the certificate based 
on staff responsibilities and budgets, like the Career Office.  One staff member in the office 
serves as a representative and voting member on the faculty committee, attending semester 
meetings.  This person also coordinates a number of leadership courses related to the certificate 
and co-curricular programming.  Unlike the Career Office, the Office of Student Activities is 
housed in student affairs reporting to the Dean of Student Affairs.  Therefore, most of the 
programming in the office is co-curricular, offering course credit for involvement.  Ashley, the 
staff member who serves on the faculty committee, oversees the president’s leadership course, 
the introductory core leadership course, a Greek life leadership course, alternative breaks 
courses, and the practicum course for the certificate.  One of the office’s biggest course is the 
alternative spring break courses where students take a class with their lead instructor before 
taking their trip and then doing reflection upon their return.  Ashley is in charge of hiring and 
training faculty members to teach these courses.  The office hires adjuncts and typically their 
faculty are staff members with master’s degrees, including people working in student affairs, 
looking for teaching experience or additional money. 
Within Case Analysis 
Understanding the decentralized organization of the leadership program at Midwest 
University, I analyze what contributed to its organization using institutional theory to answer the 
sub-research questions: what influenced the organization of the leadership program and what are 
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the implications of the organization of the program.  In the analysis, I examine the isomorphic 
influences on the organization of the program and explore the constraints on the actions taken to 
create the program.  From here, I dive into the implications of such organization, exploring the 
autonomy afforded the program because of its organization and the impact of a decentralized 
program which could result in an ability to further stabilize the program, generating greater 
legitimacy or threaten the sustainability of the program because of its not yet stable activities 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Selznick, 1996).  
Influences on Organizing 
As organizations emerge among organizational fields, they are influenced by the 
institutional rules that have solidified over time (Barley & Tolbert, 1997; Broom & Selznick, 
1955; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  The emerging organization begins to stabilize their processes 
and take on characteristics that reflect existing institutions, achieving distinct competence or 
incapacity (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Selznick, 1996).  The influence of the social processes of 
institutionalization remind us that institutions can be constraining, but can also help uncover 
what is possible (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991).  As the leadership program at Midwest University 
emerged, those who were involved with understanding the goals and actions needed to create a 
program were influenced and constrained by the organizational fields among which the program 
emerged.  The academic leadership program at Midwest University emerged from normative 
isomorphic influences.  Normative isomorphic influences are associated with professionalization, 
whereby people struggle to define what constitutes work and how its accomplished, control the 
development of professionals, and establish a legitimate knowledge base that ensures autonomy 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Faculty and staff, guiding the organizing process of the program at 
Midwest University, were interested professionalizing leaders, believing that the university’s 
desire to be “the leadership development institution” could be propel the certificate convening 
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numerous leadership development programs across Midwest University under one formalized 
credentialing program.  The proposal team looked to the study of leadership to argue the 
theoretical need for a multidisciplinary program that required a partnership among academic and 
student affairs units.  However, organizational constraints may have forced these units into 
partnership, with those involved in the program’s proposal lacking power and influence and 
resources to create such program.  
University culture.  Midwest University had a history valuing leadership developing, 
convening a committee of staff and faculty to explore what it would take “to be known as the 
leadership institution,” detailed by Dr. Meyer in the College of General Studies.  The university 
had launched campaigns encouraging faculty and staff to integrate leadership curricula into 
classrooms, advising, and high-impact practices, wanting to all undergraduate students to engage 
in some form of leadership development.  Dr. Higgins, a business professor integral in the 
creation of the program, shared her perspective of the culture of the institution, “We want to be 
the university where you can learn to be a leader, no matter what your disciplinary area.”  The 
culture of Midwest University signified that leadership development was meaningful.  Dr. Meyer 
expressed, “I think there’s certainly a lot of buy-in on campus for [leadership],” which made an 
academic leadership program possible. 
The amount of leadership development programming offered across the landscape of 
Midwest University was an indicator of the institutional culture around and value of developing 
students as leaders.  For example, the Career Office ran a leadership development program 
related to careers, the Office of Student Activities was the hub for co-curricular leadership 
programming, faculty were teaching courses about leadership through the lens of their 
disciplinary homes, a new major in leadership and entrepreneurship was even created in the 
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College of Liberal Arts and Sciences.  Based on this information, the proposal for the certificate 
appealed heavily to the university’s leadership development culture and the need for students to 
graduate as leaders.  According to the certificate proposal, the rationale outlined, “The need for 
competent and effective leadership in today’s complex and global communities has always been 
a pressing issue and, consequently, leadership development programs have a long history in 
higher education.”  The proposing group’s organizational niche (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983) was 
that the university “needs such a program” (emphasis added).  The university needed a 
formalized leadership certificate that could engage all students, regardless of major, grounded in 
a multidisciplinary approach to leadership learning.  
Leadership as an area of study.  The formalized academic program had to reflect what 
proposing team interpreted to be the multidisciplinary study of leadership.  As stated in the 
certificate proposal document: 
Real world leadership requires a constellation of knowledge and skills that includes but is 
certainly not limited to managing oneself, coordinating the work of groups, acting with 
integrity, communicating effectively, and leveraging benefits of diverse ways of thinking 
and acting.  Clearly no one academic discipline and no one unit within the University can 
adequately cover all of these topics.    
Dr. Higgins offered a faculty perspective from the field of study of business, saying:  
We think we own a lot of things, including leadership.  We’re pretty certain that all that is 
to know about leadership is a business perspective on leadership, and maybe if there are 
other perspectives…they’re not as good as our perspective, right? 
However, Dr. Higgins believed differently, that the leadership certificate was an opportunity for 
students to expand their understanding of leadership from multiple perspectives.   
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Therefore, the program would have a multidisciplinary governing body known as the 
faculty committee with member representation from different disciplinary perspectives teaching 
electives courses outside the Department of Leadership and staff from the Career Office and the 
Office of Student Activities bringing perspectives from the core leadership courses and the 
hands-on learning occurring in student affairs units.  Dr. Higgins expressed, “This certificate, it’s 
again, kind of lifting up and looking around and getting that broader perspective [of leadership].”  
The disciplinary perspectives gained from communication or business or political science, to 
name a few, was important for enhancing students’ understanding of leadership.  According to 
Mac Sanders, an instructor in the Career Office, the intention of the leadership core course is to 
“pull at all the [multidisciplinary] strings that the certificate is made of and to help students make 
sense of the other course work that they're doing.”  Additionally, the learning occurring in co-
curricular programs in units like the Office of Student Activities was an important piece of the 
certificate, demonstrating students’ ability to “adequately apply the information learned from the 
coursework to the experience.”  The faculty and staff who make up the governing body are the 
influencing the continuing organizing process within the program, including program 
development and changes.   
Organizational constraints.  Though the program appealed to the culture of the 
institution in an effort to create a niche program that formalized leadership development 
programs on campus, their emergence within the organizational field at the university put 
pressure on and was constrained by the existing structure (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  There 
may have been organizational constraints on what was possible for the leadership  
certificate program as it emerged within the university and as it continues to organize, being 
shaped by the administrators, faculty, and staff who are associated with the program.   
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For example, as Dr. Higgins reflected on the process of developing the proposal with 
Career Office partner, saying, “She and I both struggled because I was…maybe just an associate, 
that was early in my time here.  She was a staff person, and so it’s like how do we get everybody 
to buy in?”  Here, Dr. Higgins is alluding to the prestige associated with titles and the influence 
on relationships in the process of organizing and institutionalization, not just faculty compared to 
staff, but between tenured and junior faculty (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; DiMaggio 
& Powell, 1983).  Dr. Higgins believed in a multidisciplinary leadership program and valued to 
the work of co-curricular units, though other faculty may not have had similar sentiments.  
Ashley Wilkes, an administrator in the Office of Student Activities, expressed challenges 
working with faculty on campus, trying to get their attention to schedule meetings when she did 
not have a Ph.D. in her email signature.  She said, “I think there are some barriers that we don’t 
necessarily acknowledge there,” continuing, “there are little things that perpetuate these 
stereotypes of ‘We’re not going to be able to work together.’”  However, she did not feel like 
every faculty member she worked with acted on the stereotype. 
Dr. Higgins described using coalition building, relying on the relationships she had built 
and the legitimacy from these relationships to engage people in the certificate.  She reflected: 
We worked on doing that through a lot of personal conversations, but we also tried to 
make it as easy for departments to engage as possible.  So we’re not asking you to teach a 
course you’re not already teaching, we’re asking that students from the certificate are 
allowed to take some courses that fit well [with their degree program]. 
They did not ask that an entirely new program be created within a department, but that the 
department allow students from other majors or departments enroll in their classes to complete 
elective requirements for the certificate and to encourage their students to enroll in the 
93 
 
certificate.  In addition, Dr. Higgins asked that a faculty member teaching an elective course for 
the certificate, or someone who was interested in teaching an elective course, serve on the faculty 
committee with a commitment to meet once a semester.   
She described her work as “grassroots efforts” initiated by staff and faculty at the bottom 
of the organizational chart.  She relied heavily on her network, built through her faculty position, 
to identify departments and administrators they would need support from.  She stated, “There’s 
never really been a dean or provost level person, or an administrative side, a director, it’s always 
kind of been this cobbled together band of people who think this is good.”  It was the vision and 
connection to the mission of developing leaders that brought the group together.  The College of 
General Studies provided the mechanism to hold this group together without needing more 
support or resources than what was already available through the service of faculty, and the 
existing resources in the Career Office and Office of Student Activities.  
Organizational Implications 
The influence of institutionalization on emerging organizations is important as they begin 
to stabilize processes and activities over time and determine their distinctiveness within the 
organizational fields they emerge (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Selznick, 1996).  To do so, emerging 
organizations must delicately navigate the rules, myths, and ceremonies created by 
institutionalized organizations to find their niche and, at the same time, engage in legitimizing 
activities that bring with them resources and survival (Barley & Tolbert, 1997; DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  For emerging academic programs, such as the certificate 
program at Midwest University, demonstrating their niche as a formalized, multidisciplinary 
program was important for establishing their distinctiveness and autonomy from other programs.  
However, the lack of a centralized program and department may be hindering the ability of the 
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program to seek greater legitimacy, and with that stabilizing support and resources needed for 
survival and growth.  
Autonomy.  In some ways, the organization of the certificate program within the College 
of General Studies and the Department of Leadership afforded units involved with the program a 
degree of autonomy as an emerging organization and in the continued process of making sense 
of the goals and actions for the program.  The College of General Studies provided the 
recognition as a legitimate degree program and established a department within the 
organizational structure of the university, needed to establish a formalized certification in 
leadership and gain access to administrative processes to disseminate knowledge and confer 
degrees in the program (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Freidson, 1986; Gumport & Snydman, 2002).  
However, because the Department of Leadership only existed on paper, responsibilities for the 
program remained with the units involved in the program as outlined by the proposal.  Dr. Meyer 
described his role with the program as an administrator in the College of General Studies as 
providing support, rather than inserting himself into the process.  He said, “Again, I do my role 
of more trying to support the efforts that they're doing. I think they're doing great work,” 
referring to the management of the program in the Career Office, Office of Student Activities, 
and the faculty committee.   
This autonomy is granted by complying and attending to the institutional rules imposed 
on academic programs, like curriculum, advising, degree audits, and conferring degrees (Meyer 
& Rowan, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977), but also because of the enrollment of the program.  
Because the program is reliant on resources from other units, its only revenue-generating source 
is from student tuition.  Anne, the coordinator for the program said, “I think they would be 
concerned if it shrunk in enrollment, like if suddenly people weren't interested in taking it 
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anymore.”  Fortunately, the program is seeing a demand for enrollment in their courses.  Anne 
continued, saying, “[The college’s] general interest is in meeting the demand. So if we're seeing 
large waitlists or something for the core courses, making sure those students can get those 
courses.”  Because the program is following institutional rules and generating their own revenue, 
they are rewarded with greater autonomy in their efforts.   
The program is also afforded autonomy in the overall curriculum development and 
development of individual courses in the program.  Of course, academic freedom is afforded to 
faculty in the development of their own courses based on their expertise (AAUP, 1970).  
However, unlike more traditional colleges and departments, the College of General Studies lacks 
a formalized curriculum committee reviewing program and course curriculum (Birnbaum, 1988; 
Gumport & Snydman, 2002).  Instead, the administrators in the college review curriculum, 
relying on the governance committees overseeing certificate programs to use their expertise to 
develop and monitor curriculum.  Because of this autonomy, the process to approve course 
proposals is surprisingly easy.  Ashley stated, “We just went through [the college], pitched it, 
made sure we had enough contact hours and we were approved to go.”  Dr. Meyer attributed the 
unique position of the college as a service, but equal to the other colleges in the university, to 
their administrative ability, “[The organization of the college] does allow you some flexibility to 
do things and not have to jump through a ton of hoops.”  Ashley’s colleague, Will, expressed 
being shocked the first time he proposed a new course, reflecting, “There’s this immense amount 
of trust that what we’re doing is right, maybe what we provided, I was pretty thorough, was 
enough.”  The trust described seemed to be an important component for holding a program with 
many autonomous people together without a centralizing academic department.  However, if the 
trust among those involved in the program were to dissipate, without a centralized academic 
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department, the program may fail to maintain the stability it has and benefit from the legitimacy 
it is afforded by following institutional rules and maintaining enrollment.    
Lack of centralized unit.  Though those involved in the certificate program experienced 
a vast amount of autonomy and academic freedom to guide and develop the program (AAUP, 
1970), some questioned if the program could benefit from having a centralized administrative 
unit, with a program director and faculty housed within the unit (Knight et al., 2013).  Given the 
success the program had demonstrated in enrollment numbers, some wondered how they could 
use the success from this legitimacy to continuing developing (Selznick, 1996).  On another note, 
some participants worried what would happen to their existence if they lost support from the 
administration or if resources were cut (Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  
The niche of the leadership certificate was to centralize leadership development at the 
institution (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Though it had brought together the efforts of faculty 
courses in leadership and co-curricular leadership programming offered across the institution, the 
program still operated as if it were loosely organized.  Staff from the Office of Student Activities 
experienced the power dynamics of a decentralized program and felt it may be hindering the 
evolution of the program.  Ashley, an administrator in the Office of Student Activities, wondered 
who to approach to discuss positive changes for the overall program without a centralized 
department:  
Because of the structure as it is right now it’s who do you go to, to help make some of 
those positive changes occur?  I think that’s just one of those interesting things with 
interdisciplinary is whose role is it to make those things [happen]? 
For Ashley, it was not clear if she should approach Anne, the coordinator of the program in the 
Career Office, or even the Faculty Committee and/or the chair of the committee.  Because of the 
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decentralized responsibilities in the program, it was hard to understand who had interest in, 
information about, and power to be able to create changes and this, at times, made her feel 
isolated in her work.  Will, another administrator in the Office of Student Activities, reflected on 
his experiences at other institutions with the leadership programs, saying, “I come from a place 
where the largest academic program is our leadership studies minor, so if we have this venue, 
shouldn’t this be as big as it can be?  Let’s make it huge.”   
The Office of Student Activities seemed to have a desire to continue developing the 
program, but without more formal responsibilities, such as the academic affairs responsibilities 
held by the Career Office, and titles, like faculty or college administration, they may not have 
had the type of recognition needed to express visions for program growth (Gumport & Snydman, 
2002; Becher & Trowler, 2001).  Perhaps a more formal academic department would make the 
rules, myths, and ceremonies developed within the leadership program more explicit, allowing 
other people within the program share ideas that would further stabilize the actions within the 
department and continue to build legitimacy, resources, and support (Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  
On the other hand, without the lack of a truly centralized academic department and the 
decentralization of responsibilities, especially to career and student affairs units, there was 
concern if the program would make it through changes within their own units and at the 
university-level.  Dr. Higgins, in business, believed the “band of people” with a common purpose 
was what continued to make the certificate successful; so long as the process worked they would 
continue as such.  However, the instability of the organizational processes may not hold up over 
time (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Dr. Higgins expressed concern for administrative advocates, 
“There are people that oversee [the certificate] and know about it and I think they value it, but 
I’m not sure we have a champion at [the college or Provost levels].”  Changes in the 
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organizational fields this program has emerged within could pose challenges to the success of 
certificate program (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  In the Office of Student Activities, 
responsibilities and initiatives had changed so much in the past that the staff worried their role in 
the certificate may also change in the future, or that additional responsibilities would be allocated 
to the office without additional staff or resources.  Ashley said, “In the back of my mind I also 
wonder who’s going to advocate, because [leadership] is such a big piece of our role?”   She was 
concerned that people, including administration, within student affairs may not recognize how 
much time and focus is given to develop curriculum, coordinate instructors, and impact student 
development.  If resources were to become further stretched, the quality of the courses and the 
student experience would suffer.   
Having an advocate at any level of administration signifies the power administrators hold 
in their formalized roles to reward legitimacy, resources, and support for programs like the 
certificate program (Birnbaum, 1988; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  Even more, organizations need to 
stabilize their actions over time in order to gain the legitimacy needed for survival (Meyer & 
Rowan, 1977).  Changes in an organizational field, such as those described by Ashley in the 
Office of Student Activities, signify a change in what is important to the organization and the 
institution, this can be in response to changes at the institutional or societal level (Altbach, 
2011b; Bok, 2013; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  For example, budget model can pose changes 
for all the units involved in the leadership certificate, even faculty and departments outside of the 
Department of Leadership.  
Access to resources is important for the survival of emerging organizations (Meyer & 
Rowan, 1977).  Resources for the bureaucratic and programmatic elements of academic 
programs include funding, personnel, students, and curriculum (Gumport & Snydman, 2002).  
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Midwest University was experiencing a state imposed budget model change.  Now, the tuition 
dollars would follow the student, meaning the department housing the course a student enrolled 
in would receive the tuition needed to cover the cost of the course.  This created competition 
among colleges and departments to enroll their students in their own departmental classes, and 
threatened interdisciplinary programs, like the leadership certificate.  Ashley described the 
potential impact as programs that generate the highest tuition may end up having the funds to 
develop their own undergraduate leadership opportunities.  Ashley said, “So they almost have 
their own ecosystem of involvement in student [activities] there.”  This threatens the centralized 
leadership development approach the certificate has taken, appealing to the institutional culture 
and multidisciplinary approach to leadership learning (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Riggio, 2011). 
In the College of General Studies, Dr. Meyer talked about how the model changes 
enrollment strategies, particularly favoring courses that enroll more students to generate  
more funds: 
It’s kind of hard to break even on offering courses when you only have 12 students 
enrolled in them.  So it’s kind of one of those, we offer some of those courses, but then 
we’re trying to offer more of the courses that have enrollment of 40 or 50 students. 
For now, the core leadership courses for the certificate are safe because of their enrollment 
numbers.  However, departments have to consider the changes in cost and offering their own 
courses.  As an academic administrator, Julie had similar sentiments, saying that while small 
class sizes are often preferred for courses like leadership, she may not be able to cover the cost of 
a tenure track faculty person if they did not increase class sizes.  If the program is not making 




The leadership program at Midwest University is a decentralized program, with the 
majority of credits required for the programs, as well as staff and faculty, situated in different 
offices or academic departments (Knight et al., 2013).  The program was created to 
professionalize leadership development through the multidisciplinary study of leadership and the 
leadership development culture of the university (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  The program is 
housed in a Department of Leadership that lacks centralized administration, faculty, and staff 
(Gumport & Snydman, 2002).  Therefore, the program is reliant on the teaching and service of 
faculty in academic departments outside the Department of Leadership, a governing Faculty 
Committee, and the Career Office and the Office of Student Activities, academic and student 
affairs units, responsible for many of the degree granting and curriculum oversight for the 
certificate.  This organizing model provides the program much autonomy to develop and 
disseminate curriculum, which should hold true for any academic program with experts and 
academic freedom (AAUP, 1970), so long as institutional rules are fulfilled and enrollment is 
met (Barley & Tolbert, 1997; Gumport & Snydman, 2002).  However, the lack of centralized 
administration may be keeping the program from becoming more successful, using the 
legitimacy they do have as inertia to develop more stabilized activities in their program 
(Selznick, 1996).  It also may cause challenges if the program is not stabilized and changes in 
priorities, like unit responsibilities or budget models, of the organizational fields the program is 
embedded occur (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). 
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 PRAIRIE STATE UNIVERSITY LEADERSHIP PROGRAM  
In chapter five, I present an academic leadership program that is conceptually 
interdisciplinary and tightly linked to its university’s mission.  The program is situated in a more 
traditional organizational structure of its institution, but is heavily influenced by the mission of 
the institution (Gumport & Snydman, 2002).  Aligning with the sampling criteria for this study, 
the university the conceptual interdisciplinary program resides in is a research intensive 
institution and the program offers undergraduate degrees, though no major.  It also offers 
master’s and Ph.D. level programs.  It is situated within a college and department associated with 
the field of study of agriculture.  Here, I continue to examine how leadership programs are 
organized, exploring what has influenced their organization and the implications of their 
organization in my second case.  Included is context for the program and analysis guided by my 
research questions and institutional theory. 
Prairie State University Program Context 
The academic leadership programs at Prairie State University consists of multiple degree, 
including two undergraduate minors and master’s program, and specializations for majors and 
Ph.D. programs.  The purpose of the degrees ranges from building students’ leadership skills for 
professional success to developing students’ capacity to develop leaders in others, whether in 
academia, industry, or community based work.  The programs and their purpose have evolved 
overtime, representing the organizing nature of academic programs, or organizations (Birnbaum, 
1988; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Heath & Sitkin, 2001).  These programs are heavily influenced 
by the organizational fields they are embedded within including the functions of fields of study 
and the institutional mission.  The leadership program at Prairie State University is housed 
within the Department of Agriculture Education, which reports to the College of Agriculture.  In 
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this case, because the program is situated within an academic department, the majority of course 
requirements for the programs are offered within the department (Knight et al., 2013).  In 
addition, the faculty and program coordinators hold positions within the department (Knight et 
al., 2013).  Faculty responsibilities are organized by the three functions of higher education – 
teaching, research, and/or service (Bowen, 1977).  The field of study nature of agriculture and 
the land grant mission of Prairie State University has influenced the applied nature of the 
programs and desire to use leadership knowledge and skills to solve problems and address issues 
in agriculture and society.  
To better understand how the program is organized and why, I interviewed college and 
department administrators, and faculty within the program, observed faculty and undergraduate 
and graduate curriculum meetings, and collected documents through my participants’ reference 
and the internet to get a better understanding of the program.  Table 6 provides information 
regarding my participants, their title, office/department, and role with the leadership program. 
Table 6 Interview Participant Information, Prairie State University 







The program, and department, 
reports to the college; assists the 
program with professional 
development, raising funds, tenure 








Oversees program and faculty; 
provides guidance on curriculum 
and resources decisions, raising 
funds and grants, tenure and 
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Teaches undergraduate and 
graduate leadership courses, 
coordinates leadership and 
communication certificate and 
graduate leadership programs, 











Teaches undergraduate and 
graduate leadership courses, 
coordinates undergraduate 
leadership program, serves on 










Teaches undergraduate and 
graduate leadership courses, 
director of human resource center, 
coordinates leadership and 
entrepreneurship certificate, serves 











Teaches undergraduate and 
graduate leadership courses 
 
My participants were important for understanding the organization of the program and the work 
of the faculty involved in the program.  The program is organized more traditionally in terms of 
academic programs, yet its purpose and work are heavily driven by the applied nature of fields of 
study and the mission of the institution.  A greater understanding of the conceptual 
interdisciplinary leadership program and its organization within the structures of Prairie State 
University is provided in the following program description. 
Institutional Context and Program Description 
Prairie State University is a research intensive, public university rooted strongly in its 
land grant mission.  The university enrolls between 25,000-30,000 undergraduate and graduate 
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students, it is known for its agricultural, law, psychology, literature, and arts programs, and 
service to the largely rural state.  Students can choose from over 150 undergraduate 100 graduate 
degree programs from nine colleges.  Through research, teaching, and service, Prairie State 
University strives to be the state’s leaders in excellence education and new knowledge 
generation, developing students for success and leadership.  The land grant mission of the 
institution extends leadership development, not just to its students, but to the people and 
communities within the state through graduates of the university and outreach programs.  The 
leadership programs at Prairie State University, thus, develops graduates interested in leadership 
development within the communities they aspire to serve and programs that engage state 
constituents in leadership development.  Thus, extending the mission of its home department in 
agricultural education.  Because of the program’s roots, it is situated within an academic 
department, housing degrees, courses, and staff and faculty (Gumport & Snydman, 2002; Knight 
et al., 2013).  However, the applied nature of the field of study of agriculture and its strong 
connection to the land grant mission of the institution inform the goals and activities that 
administrators and faculty have, together, identified as important for the program (Birnbaum, 
1988; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Heath & Sitkin, 2001). 
Academic Programs 
The leadership programs at Prairie State University offer multiple leadership degrees 
from undergraduate to graduate degrees.  The programs and courses are housed in the 
Department of Agricultural Education.  The types of degrees offered include undergraduate 
minors, a master’s degree, and undergraduate and graduate specializations; there is no major in 
leadership.  Table 7 outlines these programs.  The programs and courses most closely reflect 
conceptual interdisciplinarity (Lattuca, 2001).  Conceptual interdisciplinarity involves using 
multiple disciplinary perspectives to address specific issues or problems (Lattuca, 2001).  The 
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courses include a number of disciplinary perspectives, organized by topic, but lack a disciplinary 
home.  They are often required classes for the programs with which they are housed, but count as 
electives for disciplinary or field specific majors.  A majority of the leadership programs at 
Prairie State University are an enhancement of a degree program.  For example, the underlying 
purpose of the minors is to develop capacities in students that would be valuable in their 
professions.  The major specialization and graduate programs focus on developing students as 
leadership educators, interested in the development of others.   
Table 7 Leadership Degrees 




Developing students as 
effective leaders and 
communicators in their 
professions 
18 credit hours, 9 
credits of core 
leadership courses 
and 9 credits of 
electives 
Coordinated by the 
leadership programs 
faculty, courses and 
degree program housed 






approach to problem 
solving, developing 
startup business, and 
building community in 
their professions 
18 credit hours, 6 
credits of theory 
and application, 6 
credits of 
entrepreneurship, 
and 6 credits of 
hands-on learning 
Coordinated by the 
leadership programs 
faculty, courses and 
degree program is a 
partnership between 








approach to developing 
communication, 
teaching, and leadership 
capacities in students 
interested in working in 
industry or community 
organizations 
120 credit hour 
major, of which 28 
credits are 
leadership courses 
Advised by leadership 
faculty, leadership 
courses degree 







leadership in industry, 
and community 
organizations through a 
deeper study of 
leadership 
30-36 credit hours, 
with options for 
thesis, minor, or 
doctoral pursuing 
coursework 
Coordinated by the 
leadership programs 
faculty, leadership 
courses and the degree 
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interested in working in 
academia and industry 
through a study of 
leadership and education 
90 credit hours, 
with 69 credits 
from the Ph.D. 
program in 
Education and 21 
credits of leadership 
courses 
Coordinated by the 
leadership programs 
faculty, leadership 
courses housed in the 
Department of 
Agriculture Education, 
degree program housed 
in the College of 
Education 
 
The first program created as an area of specialization in the undergraduate major for 
students who were not interested in becoming teachers.  Dr. Phillips, a faculty member for the 
leadership programs, said, “There was sort of the Ag teaching crisis; for a while the crisis and 
people were not going [in]to teach[ing].”  The lack of interest caused a decline in enrollment.  
The administrators and faculty within the department started conversations about a degree 
program still rooted in education, but for students who were not interested in becoming certified 
teachers, making sense of what could possibly be a new goal and activity of the department.  The 
program could focus on developing educators for programs of a land grant institution, like 4-H, 
Future Farmers of America, extension services and community development.  Before becoming a 
specialization in leadership, the department created a non-teaching specialization in the 
agricultural education major.  The specialization within a major offered the department a flexible 
option to develop and test the idea of a non-teaching degree option without proposing an entirely 
new degree program.  The program required many of the same courses in the major with 
specialized courses specific to youth, adult, and community development rather replacing 
teaching certification courses.  When the department hired a faculty member with interest and 
expertise in leadership a little more than 10 years ago, this option was named a specialization in 
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leadership.  This change provided clarity for the degree program and its purpose and gave 
direction for the modification of existing courses and development of new courses grounded in 
the area of study of leadership.     
The specialization in leadership was successful, stabilizing enrollment and bringing in 
resources to develop new programs and hire faculty with expertise in leadership, including tenure 
track and teaching (non-tenure track) faculty.  The program saw increased enrollment when 
undergraduate programs became popularized in the mid-2000’s.  Dr. Phillips, a leadership 
faculty member, reflected on the success of the minors in the program, saying “We revised our 
minors and started talking about them as value added to any major.”  She continued, reflecting 
the dean of the College of Agriculture at the time was invested in the minors as “animal science, 
biotechnology, food sciences, AG economics, any major could be enhanced by a better 
understanding of leadership.”  According to Dr. Phillips, the minors are what administrators and 
faculty believed enhanced the students’ current degree program, gathering the attention of more 
than just students in the College of Agriculture, but across the campus. 
The program continued develop degrees in response to student interest and with tenure 
track faculty engaged in the functions of higher education – research, teaching, and education 
(Bowen, 1977), started offering graduate programs.  A master’s in leadership was created within 
the Department of Agricultural Education, and a specialization in leadership was added in 
partnership with the Ph.D. program in Education.  The decision to develop a Ph.D. specialization 
was similar to the decision to create one for the agriculture education major.  The specialization 
in leadership for the Ph.D. program was made for ease and flexibility of proposing and further 
developing the program.  The partnership for a degree program with the College of Education 
was natural, given the organization of the Prairie State University and its land grant mission.  
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More than the conceptual interdisciplinary organization of the leadership courses and degree 
programs, this research intensive, land grant mission of the university is what has organized the 
leadership programs at Prairie State University.  
Embedding Units 
The organization and work of the leadership programs at Prairie State University has 
been influenced by the mission and purpose of the organizing units in which it emerged.  This 
includes the Center for Agriculture and Life Sciences, created specifically to fulfill the land grant 
mission of the university through the three functions of higher education – research, teaching, 
and service (Bowen, 1977), the College of Agriculture, housed within the center and is focused 
on the teaching of agriculture as a field of study, and the Department of Agriculture Education, 
whose mission is in the development of people.  Because the leadership programs reside within 
an academic department, the organization and work of the program is organized within the 
program.  The administrators and faculty associated with the program engaging in the organizing 
process, creating a shared understanding of the goals and activities of the programs (Birnbaum, 
1988; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Heath & Sitkin, 2001).  They are responsible for the 
bureaucratic and programmatic elements of academic programs (Gumport & Snydman, 2002) 
and carrying out the three functions of higher education (Bowen, 1977).  Figure 4 depicts the 
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organization of the leadership programs and its relationship to different units at Prairie State 
University.  
The Center for Agriculture and Life Sciences and the College of Agriculture 
The Center for Agriculture and Life Sciences was instituted to centralize and bring 
prominence to the research, teaching, and service in agriculture and communities in the state.  
The organization of the work done in the center is strongly influenced by the three functions of 
higher education (Bowen, 1977), the applied multidisciplinary nature of fields of study to 
address social needs and problems (Abbott, 1988; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Freidson, 1986), and 
the land grant mission of the institution.  The vice president of the Center for Agriculture and 
Life Sciences has a direct reporting line to president of Prairie State University because of its 
strong tie to the institutional mission.  This reporting line provides recognition, resources, and 
legitimacy needed for prominence within the institution (Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  Within the 
Center for Agriculture and Life Sciences, the three main units are organized around the functions 
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Figure 4 Embedding Units of the Leadership Programs 
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research division, and service extension unit representing the centralized value of the three 
functions of higher education (Bowen, 1977).  All three units formally report to the vice 
president of the Center for Agriculture and Life Sciences.  The College of Education houses 
departments that work with the extension unit within the Center for Agriculture and Life 
Sciences.  These departments have informal reporting lines to the center because of this work.   
The mission of the center is carried out through the institutionalized functions of higher 
education, teaching, research, and service organizationally represented by each unit (Bowen, 
1977).  In practice, these units are not siloed, but integrated in the work of faculty and staff.  
Faculty across the center are engaging in teaching, research, and service that is used to address 
and solve problems related to the grand challenges facing food, water, and communities in the 
world.  The integration of teaching, research, and service, and the collaboration of faculty across 
disciplinary and field of study expertise is reflective of the applied multidisciplinary field of 
agriculture (Abbott, 1988; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Freidson, 1986).  One way the center has 
organized faculty is through the use of interdisciplinary teams.  Faculty from across units within 
the center are placed on these teams by expertise to address areas of challenge and opportunity 
within agricultural systems and communities.  Some of the topic areas include agricultural 
systems, science education, health and wellness, economic vitality, and large datasets related to 
agriculture and communities.  Tenure-track faculty serve on these teams based on expertise; this 
includes leadership faculty, as they bring an important expertise to addressing many of the 
challenges the teams are working on.  
The college represents the teaching mission of the Center of Agriculture and Life 
Sciences.  Dr. Edward, a college administrator, said, “We are a comprehensive teaching and 
learning college, and that we have the continuum [of undergraduate and graduate programs].”  
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The college has 13 academic units, including the Department of Agricultural Education, with 
about 60 undergraduate and graduate programs.  College curriculum and faculty committees 
consist of faculty from these units and are charged with reviewing degree program proposals and 
the tenure and promotion processes.  Leadership faculty are active in serving on these 
committees, as well as committees within the Department of Agricultural Education.  
Additionally, the college oversees budgets and resources for faculty lines and  
programmatic endeavors.   
Though the college’s mission area is teaching, tenure line faculty, again, work across all 
units within the center, with responsibilities related to all three functions of higher education 
(Bowen, 1977).  Dr. Edward talked about integrating teaching, research, and service in the 
college, saying: 
I’m working closely with our Dean of [Research] and our Dean of [Extension] to try to 
figure out how we be more intentional in helping the department see that we want to just 
have this blurred line, and how there’s carryover.   
She continued on about the work of faculty in the leadership program, expressing: 
Our research and discovery mission is developing all the new innovative ideas around the 
leadership side of things.  And, then, how do we translate that right back into our 
teaching and learning space, and our extension and engagement side of things. 
Because of this, Dr. Edward took her job as a support mechanism for faculty and 
programs seriously, saying, “We’ve got a talented group of leadership faculty right now,” 
continuing, “how do I help them pursue those amazing opportunities and make sure that as a 
college, we don’t have barriers that are preventing them from doing the amazing work they want 
to do.”  The college has been integral in supporting the leadership programs as they have 
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developed curriculum and made changes within their degree programs, facilitating valuable 
partnerships internal and external to the university, and supporting faculty through the tenure and 
promotion process.  Making sure the program is represented on committees and throughout the 
college, such as nominating and/or rewarding faculty and students with awards, was also an 
important element of the relationship of the college to the leadership programs.  
Department of Agricultural Education.  The Department of Agricultural Education is 
one of 13 academic units within the College of Agriculture.  Though the department’s main 
focus in developing agriculture teachers, it has expanded its expertise vastly.  The department 
houses additional programs in leadership, communication, and even programs in hospitality 
management.  The chair, Dr. Hall, described the department as “complex and very diversified.”  
Dr. Phillips reflected on the evolution of the department and programs, saying, “For a while, we 
were saying that we were the place they put wayward programs that they didn't know what else 
to do with, but that's not an insult because we love everybody who's here.”  The department has 
developed a centralized purpose for the evolving programs in an effort to demonstrate value 
within the college (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  Dr. Moore, a leadership 
faculty member, said: 
We have, over time, become really, like I said, the human development arm, the social 
science arm of the college. So that's why anything that really involves working with 
people, dealing with people, teaching people, communicating with people and leading 
people has all been resided within this department. So over time it's become more 




At the college level, Dr. Edward believed the skills students learned in the department, teaching, 
leading, and communicating, were integral to any student’s development.  She also believed 
these skills were important to the work of the college.  The department has established a central 
mission, focused on expertise in the development of people.   
The department is responsible for budgets and personnel and the department chair has 
supervisory responsibilities for all faculty, staff, and graduate students and oversees the 
curriculum development and class schedules.  Dr. Hall relies heavily on the faculty within each 
program to make decisions for their own individual programs.  He said, “So almost 90…I would 
say almost 100% of the time, faculty are making those decisions on courses to teach, when to 
offer, and those kinds of things, within the program faculty meetings.”  Dr. Hall works with his 
faculty to balance their job responsibilities to avoid faculty burnout, consider the future of their 
programs through evaluation processes, and think about the representation of the programs and 
department at all levels of the university.  He, himself, is active in representing the department 
and leadership faculty.  As Dr. White, a leadership faculty member, said, “Our department 
[chair] serves in a really good position, in that he's always willing to serve as the conduit 
between different areas. He's really, he's always willing to have discussions with administration 
within our college or even beyond, as we're coming up with things.”  The department is integral 
in supporting the bureaucratic and programmatic functions of the leadership programs (Gumport 
& Snydman, 2002), extending beyond to thinking about the support and recognition of the 
program across the institution.   
The leadership programs.  Because the leadership programs are situated in an academic 
unit, it has programmatic (degrees and curriculum) and bureaucratic (resources and personnel) 
elements that organize the responsibilities and expectations of the program (Gumport & 
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Snydman, 2002).  With degrees ranging from undergraduate to graduate certifications and 
expectations to generate and disseminate leadership scholarship (Bowen, 1977), the leadership 
programs have developed a centralized unit, with faculty organized in a physical space to carry 
out these functions (Gumport & Snydman, 2002).  To do so, the program has a staff of faculty 
members, half which are tenure-line, associate professors and the other half, teaching professors.  
Additional adjunct professors and graduate students, under faculty supervision, are hired to cover 
additional course loads, usually at the undergraduate level.  All tenure-line faculty have Ph.D.’s 
in leadership and some of the teaching faculty and adjuncts have degrees or are working toward 
Ph.D.’s in the education, leadership specialization program.  Though the faculty have terminal 
degrees in leadership, the tenure line faculty have undergraduate degrees in math or science, 
something that Dr. White noted as the “value in combining science and leadership.”  Though 
tenure faculty have backgrounds in math or science, it is not a requirement. 
The work of the program is organized by the functions of higher education, teaching, 
research, and service (Bowen, 1977), and rooted in the mission of the college and the applied 
study of the agriculture field.  The responsibilities related to the teaching function of the program 
are coordinating degrees programs, coordinating and/or teaching undergraduate and graduate 
courses, chairing graduate student committees, and overseeing the leadership courses and 
curriculum.  The faculty use a collaborative approach to their responsibilities when they are able.  
This collaboration occurs in faculty meetings where tenure and teaching faculty meet to discuss 
updates related to degree programs and courses, challenges facing the program, and any 
decisions to be made.  The faculty make decisions about curriculum, course offerings, graduate 
student applications, hiring instructors, and budgets, to name a few.  Decisions about curriculum 
changes and hiring of faculty have to be approved by the department and college.  
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In addition to teaching, tenure line faculty are expected to carry out functions of research.  
Research responsibilities are carried out through their own research projects.  Some of the topics 
of exploration among the faculty include cultural competence in leadership, the influence of 
coaching and mentoring on leadership development, and the assessment and evaluation of 
leadership development, using qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods.  Part of Dr. Moore’s 
responsibilities includes director of a human resource institute which she conducts research on 
mentoring and coaching.  Faculty present research at international and national conferences and 
publish journal articles in leadership, education, agriculture, management, and gender studies.  
Research is an important component to the program, especially in teaching and learning spaces.  
Teaching faculty do research related to their teaching and, both, teaching faculty and graduate 
students attend international and national conferences to present research.  Dr. Nielson, a 
teaching faculty in the program, expressed: 
Because of the professor of practice position and the emphasis on teaching, then the 
research, I think at least the encouragement of the research, is how to teach better, how to 
teach the content better, and how to be more effective. 
In addition, tenure line faculty participate in the Center for Agriculture and Life Sciences 
research teams, as mentioned earlier, and are responsible for chairing graduate  
student committees.   
Service is also part of the expectations of tenure line faculty.  It has become an important 
piece of the work done by faculty due to the service-centered mission of the land grant institution 
and visibility the leadership programs gains through service opportunities.  Serving on 
department, college, and campus wide committees was something important to the tenure 
faculty.  Dr. Moore attributed this to the inherent nature of leadership faculty to practice their 
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expertise, taking on leadership roles.  She said, “Our faculty, as well as our department head, 
worked pretty hard to make sure that we're serving in leadership roles in the college. And 
recommending us for committees and as well as chair positions within the college.”  This 
initiative, the program faculty believed, was important for increasing their recognition on campus 
and engaging in the decision making processes.  They also enjoyed the collaborative work across 
units that occurred in these committees. 
Because course loads in the program had grown so large, graduate students, adjuncts, and 
teaching faculty were hired to teach mainly in the undergraduate programs.  Dr. Nielson, a 
leadership teaching faculty member, said, “The department has so many students wanting the 
leadership courses from outside of the department. There is high demand on the upper level 
undergraduate classes. Within the past two years, I've taught seven different courses.”  She went 
on to describe that the classes she has taught range from semester to semester and undergraduate 
to graduate courses.  Teaching faculty are an integral part of the organization of the leadership 
programs because of their availability for teaching.  However, because of the institutional 
structures of the university, their responsibilities, and voting abilities, were limited.   
Dr. Nielson shared,  
One of the other colleagues and I are in a similar position 'cause we're both [teaching 
faculty], and while we have different positions and how those job descriptions were 
defined and set up and hired, they still have a limiting factor of what we can do with 
regard to graduate work, graduate committees. Both of us have the doctoral degree 
completion, but because of the position itself and where it is within the university 
structure, there's certain things we have to do in order to teach a graduate course. 
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Teaching faculty cannot serve as chairs or voting members on graduate committees and they 
have to receive graduate faculty status to teach graduate level courses.  Though she has limited 
capacities in her role, Dr. Nielson felt the culture of the program and the department recognized 
her contributions to the team, saying, “But within the culture itself, there's ample opportunity just 
between colleagues and between the work…that still brings you into the team even if your 
position is limited on your vote.”  Teaching faculty and their curricular perspectives are valued in 
making the program successful now and in the future.  
Within Case Analysis 
With an idea for how the leadership programs at Prairie State University are organized, I 
analyze what contributed this organization.  I use institutional theory with the guidance of my 
sub-research questions: what influenced the organization of the leadership program and what are 
the implications of the organization of the program.  I examine the isomorphic pressures on the 
organization of the program, including the influence of organizational uncertainty and 
institutionalized structures.  Then, I explore the implications for the organization of the program, 
including the possible constraint on the continued stabilization and legitimatization of the 
program by creating standalone programs at the major and Ph.D. level.   
Influences on Organizing 
When new organizations emerge, they can face uncertainty and ambiguity as a result of 
unstable organizational activities (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Selznick, 1996).  Those operating 
within emerging organizations may look to existing organizations’ stable activities, making 
decisions to model actions after these organizations (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Modeling 
behaviors after these organizations provides a guide as the emerging organization addresses 
uncertainty (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  It also means adopting behaviors and actions that are 
recognizable by institutionalized organizations, providing not only guidance and stability, but 
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legitimacy in the organizational field with which the new organization emerges (DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  The leadership programs at Prairie State University 
emerged as the Department of Agricultural Education faced uncertainty with declining 
enrollment in the agricultural education major.  The response of the administrators and faculty in 
the department was influenced by both mimetic and normative isomorphism (DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  Mimetic isomorphism influences emerging organizations 
as those within them face ambiguity and uncertainty; they look to other organizations to model, 
or mimic, their processes in order to survive (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  The organizational 
response to professionalize work and the establish a legitimate knowledge base signal normative 
pressures of emerging organizations (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Normative pressures 
influence faculty and administrators to define a niche, important for establishing enough 
difference among other organizations in the field to demonstrate relevance, but to develop 
similar goals and activities to gain stability and access resources (Birnbaum, 1988; DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983; Heath & Sitkin, 2001).  In the face of uncertainty, the faculty and administration 
needed another viable option to offset the enrollment issue within the department.  Together, 
they developed a specialization within the agricultural education major to attract students 
interested in education but who did not want to become certified teachers.  The mimetic pressure 
to create a new option within the department’s major to survive and the normative pressures, 
evolving into multiple leadership programs, was influenced by the organizational mission of a 
land grant institution and institutionalized structures of a research intensive university.  The 
relationship between these two influencers signaled to those in the Department of Agricultural 
Education what was expected and what was possible as the leadership programs developed 
(Selznick, 1996).  
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Organizational mission and institutionalized structures.  The land grant mission of 
Prairie State University and the research intensive institutionalized structures, including the 
structures created through the history of research, teaching, and service that organize work at 
institutions (Becher & Trowler, 2001; Bowen, 1977), influenced the creation and evolution of the 
leadership programs at Prairie State University.  The land grant mission to lead the state in 
agriculture, economic, and community development strongly emphasized the value of quality 
research, teaching, and service in being able to carry out this mission.  The relationship between 
these two organizational forces was so strong Prairie State University created the Center for 
Agriculture and Life Sciences to fully focus on this mission.  The organization of the center into 
research, teaching, and service units demonstrates just how important these functions were as a 
research intensive, land grant institution.  This mission was strongly rooted throughout the 
organizational units with the center, including the Department of Agricultural Education.  Within 
the land grant mission, the department’s mission was to develop teachers in agriculture and 
technical skills to educate kids in the state.  When faced with uncertainty due to enrollment 
declines, the department found opportunity in developing educators who were teaching outside 
of schools in youth, adult, and community development.  Because of the organizing power of 
academic majors, including their revenue generating power (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 
2001; Brint et al., 2009), the program needed a solution to recover enrollment of students in a 
major program of study.  The institutional structures for creating degree programs signaled what 
was possible for those in the department to do to address this problem (DiMaggio &  
Powell, 1983).   
The ability to create a specialization within an existing degree program at Prairie State 
University was a flexible option for the department as administrators and faculty navigated the 
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uncertainty and ambiguity of creating a new program.  First, the proposal for adding a 
specialization for a degree program was not as long or cumbersome as proposing an entirely new 
degree program.  The process did not need to be approved by the Regents or State Department of 
Education, but only the Provost’s final approval.  This allowed the department to take quick 
action in the face of low enrollment.  Second, the specialization provided the stronghold of an 
existing program with flexibility to develop the new area of study without having to develop an 
entirely new program.  Dr. White, a leadership faculty member, described creating 
specializations within existing degree programs, saying:  
The process for getting a specialization approved is different from getting a whole new 
program approved. It allows kind of for a little bit of more flexibility with offering 
specializations. They're expected to be around for a long time, but it does provide some 
flexibility on what to create, as opposed to getting rid of a whole program or creating 
complete[ly new] programs. 
This new area of study did not start out as a specialization in leadership.  Through years of 
ambiguity, the program eventually developed into a leadership specialization with the hiring of a 
faculty member with expertise in leadership who provided guidance and direction for its 
development.  Lastly, the specialization provided the department a mechanism for testing the 
new option with undergraduate students.  With success in enrollment, the program increased the 
degrees offered in leadership and hired faculty with expertise in leadership.  
The success of the program brought resources and legitimacy that the program needed for 
survival and sustainability within the culture and structures of Prairie State University 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Selznick, 1996).  With these resources, 
additional leadership faculty were hired, necessary for creating programs grounded in the study 
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of leadership, reflective of the normative influences of isomorphism, and also providing clarity 
for the outcomes of the program, reflective of stabilizing organizational activities out of 
ambiguity (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  Dr. White commented that the 
lack of clarity of the original specialization was confusing for students and employers, saying 
“[It was] not super helpful from a marketing perspective. You're trained not to be a teacher or 
what else are you trained to do?”  The evolution of the program and its success made the 
articulation of each degree program’s outcomes and impact established the professional niche 
within the department, college, and Center for Agriculture and Life Sciences (DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983). 
The organizational culture and institutional structures are Prairie State University were 
influential in the types of additional degree programs developed in leadership and the type of 
faculty the Department of Agricultural Education hired.  The addition of degree programs in 
leadership in the Department of Agricultural Education required faculty with expertise to teach 
courses and faculty to carry out teaching, research, and service responsibilities tied to 
institutionalized structure of higher education (Becher & Trowler, 2001; Bowen, 1977) and the 
land grant mission of the university.  Dr. Hall, the chair of the department, shared the following 
about hiring tenure track faculty: 
If I can pool the resources and hire a faculty member, either tenure track or non-tenure 
track, now all of a sudden I've got the ability to engage them in academic advising, career 
counseling. If they have the credentials to get graduate faculty status, they can now serve 
on graduate committees. They're a much greater contributor to the enterprise than just 
popping in to teach this one three credit class and leaving, so that's substantial. 
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Teaching faculty are necessary to fulfill increased course loads driven by growth and demand for 
courses.  However, teaching faculty are not rewarded for research and service, even if they 
engage in these activities, and, therefore, do not contribute to the legitimacy of the program 
beyond the ability to teach more students in the program, especially at the undergraduate level.  
Regardless, Dr. Edward, an administrator in the College of Agriculture, and Dr. Hall believe 
investing in faculty, tenure line or teaching, helps the college and department retain faculty for 
longer periods of time, contributing to the growth and stability of the program and, with tenure 
line faculty, its legitimacy.  
Making resources available to hire tenure track faculty contributed to establishing the 
normative niche for administration in the Department of Agricultural Education (DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983).  As Dr. Hall reflected on his current faculty, he passionately expressed:  
I think what characterizes my faculty in leadership is they're really very gifted scholars 
that understand some of the very foundational aspects of leadership as it relates to culture 
and interpersonal and really are in pursuit of that…Regardless of what the thing is, 
whether it's a small business, a nonprofit, a community, a YMCA board, an extension 
board, whatever, how do we help create a culture and an environment that moves that 
organization or that group of people forward in a way that helps them move the needle in 
the areas that they really want to. 
Tenure line faculty were actively building the legitimacy of the department as scholarly leaders 
in developing leadership educators, reflective in the program’s, and department’s, contribution to 
the units they report to, i.e. the College of Agriculture, the Center for Agriculture and Life 




The leadership programs at Prairie State University emerged in times of uncertainty and 
ambiguity for the Department of Agricultural Education and the leadership, as an area of study 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  The mimetic and normative isomorphic pressures influenced the 
evolution of a new area of study within the department into what is now known as the leadership 
programs (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  The university’s research intensive, land grant missions 
determined what was possible and expected of the emerging program (DiMaggio & Powell, 
1983; Selznick, 1996).  Through the evolution, those within the department and program began 
to stabilize organizational activities through student enrollment, developing of new programs and 
hiring expert faculty in leadership (Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  With tenure line faculty and 
certification programs from the undergraduate to the graduate level, the leadership programs at 
Prairie State University are engaging in legitimizing activities in higher education and the 
disciplines (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  However, the 
collaborative, mission focused department and university, as well as the university budget 
structures may pose constraints to the stabilization of the leadership programs, specifically in 
consideration of developing standalone programs at the major and Ph.D. level (DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1991; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). 
Engagement in institutionalizing activities.  The organization of the Prairie State 
leadership program within the Center for Agriculture and Life Sciences, a mission driven 
academic unit, signaled expectations for what was possible as the program evolved (DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1991).  Increased student enrollment indicated interest in a leadership program at the 
university.  Department administration and faculty had an opportunity to use resources generated 
from enrollment to continue developing degree programs, striving to be the leader in leadership 
development (Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  Tenure line faculty were needed to develop curriculum 
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grounded in the study of leadership, but also to develop graduate programs and carry out 
institutional functions reserved for tenure track faculty (AAUP, 1970; Abbott, 2001; Becher & 
Trowler, 2001).  The organization of the program privileged faculty, giving them access to 
participate in legitimizing activities (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991; Selznick, 1996). 
Because of the organization of the program, the tenure line faculty in the program engage 
in activities that bring legitimacy to the leadership programs at Prairie State University.  These 
activities are organized by the functions of higher education, with faculty generating new 
knowledge in the study of leadership and disseminating that knowledge through teaching and 
learning and service to the field, university, and communities (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 
2001; Shulman, 1997).  Dr. Moore, a faculty member in the leadership programs, reflected on the 
collaborative community among faculty members in the program.  As she did, her words 
demonstrated the value of each individual function of higher education and their interrelatedness.  
She said: 
We work really well together, because we each bring in different expertise.  While I do 
more work in mixed methods, my colleagues bring expertise in quantitative and 
qualitative methods.  We sharpen each other as researchers through committee work or 
on various collaborative research projects.  The way in which we work together is highly 
valuable to how we prepare graduate students as well as the quality of our own research 
outputs. 
Engaging in teaching, research, and service, with a collaborative group of faculty in the same 
area of study in this case, is stabilizing activities in the field by certifying expertise in the field 
and ensuring survival as faculty continue to empirically explore leadership and expand its 
knowledge base (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).   
125 
 
The leadership programs offer degree programs, certifying the interdisciplinary bounds of 
knowledge that inform leadership (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; DiMaggio & Powell, 
1983; Freidson, 1986).  The administration and faculty in the program have developed a 
conceptual interdisciplinary leadership program, housing and teaching courses within the 
Department of Agricultural Education (Knight et al., 2013; Lattuca, 2001).  Leadership faculty 
are responsible for the curriculum development and teaching and learning in these courses, 
organized around the study of leadership rather than focused on individual disciplinary 
perspectives in leadership (Becher & Trowler, 2001; Lattuca, 2001).  Demonstrating the 
evolving organizing nature of the programs (Birnbaum, 1988; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Heath 
& Sitkin, 2001).  For Dr. Hall, the chair of the Department of Agriculture, the certification and 
degree programs were important for the students and graduates of the programs.  He expressed:  
I think at the end of the day the question is how do we add value to a student's degree 
program in a way that can either be transcripted or a badge or something that's 
identifiable and recognizable as being authentic and worth something so that our students 
get a bit of an advantage, if you will, over others that may not have that. I think our 
program definitely does that. 
The degree, at any level, certifies the learning a student has done in a particularly area of study, 
professionalizing the knowledge and skills gained from the degree program (Freidson, 1986; 
DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  At the Ph.D. level, the leadership programs at Prairie State 
University are developing the next generation of academics in the area of study, continuing to 
build the stability and survival of leadership (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; DiMaggio 
& Powell, 1983; Selznick, 1996).   
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The stabilizing activities adopted by the administration and faculty in the leadership 
programs demonstrated value of the program, faculty, and students within the university.  In the 
College of Agriculture and Center for Agriculture and Life Sciences, faculty represented their 
area of study, bringing a valued perspective within the field of agriculture.  Dr. Edward 
expressed the need for leadership in the efforts of the interdisciplinary research communities and 
the topics they were working on.  She said: 
That's where leadership, leadership then plugs in to these communities because it's one of 
the attributes that we expect of all of this. And so, really our department of agricultural 
leadership and education in my mind is central to a lot of that, right?…We need to have 
the leadership aspect around it. 
In addition, the presence leadership faculty on department, college, and campus-level faculty and 
curriculum committees was a means of representation in the decision-making processes that 
occur in these meetings.  As Dr. White, a leadership faculty member, shared, “I think that's 
where the decisions get made and that's how you can have those discussions and that's where 
efficient collaboration can occur.”  Having tenure line faculty in the program provided access to 
these institutionalized decision making bodies within the university (Barley & Tolbert, 1997; 
Birnbaum, 1988; Broom & Selznick, 1955; Tierney & Bensimon, 1996).  In addition to serving 
on committees at the departmental, college, and university levels, the program faculty and 
students seemed to be present at these levels due to the value the faculty placed on community.  
Dr. Phillips described how she and the other leadership faculty were often nominating each other 
or their students for awards at all levels of the university.  Receiving awards from the college and 
university-level represents the work and accomplishments of the program across campus, 
rewarding of the leadership programs with recognition and legitimacy (Meyer & Rowan, 1977).   
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Possible constraints to stabilization.  The faculty within the leadership programs at 
Prairie State University have actively engaged in stabilizing and legitimizing activities, both for 
the program and leadership as an area of study (Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  However, the program 
lacks a formal major degree program in leadership, still offering a specialization in leadership for 
the agricultural education major.  The Ph.D. program is similar, offering a specialization in 
leadership.  Creating a specialization for a degree program has the flexibility of creating a new 
program without having to go through a full approval process because the specialization is tied to 
an existing degree program, that has been recognized as legitimate (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; 
Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  However, the major program of study and the Ph.D. are the greatest 
signifiers of legitimacy within the institutionalized structures of disciplines and higher education 
(Abbott, 2001; Altbach, 2011b; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Broom & Selznick, 1955; Meyer & 
Rowan, 1977).  Theoretical considerations about the nature of leadership and the collaborative 
nature of the land grant institution and field of agriculture, as well as the university budgetary 
systems pose possible constraints to the program’s continued stabilization and legitimization 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1991; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).   
The decision to propose entirely new degree programs at the major program of study and 
Ph.D. level had constraints of their own, stemming from budgetary and theoretical 
considerations.  The program had considered proposing a leadership major numerous times, as 
the program developed.  At the time of this study, the leadership programs and the Department of 
Agricultural Education had completed a program evaluation.  The leadership programs 
experienced success with enrollment in the program and partnerships across campus, especially 
with learning communities and student affairs units, increased enrollment in courses and degree 
programs.  Given this success, the evaluation team proposed creating a major in leadership to 
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grow the undergraduate program.  However, the leadership faculty and administrators in the 
Department of Agricultural Education raised theoretical concerns about a leadership major.  Dr. 
Phillips, a faculty member, reflected on the feedback: 
Does leadership need that context that makes it less valuable as an undergraduate major 
and more valuable as a graduate program or a minor? Or do you really want to grow that 
undergraduate program? And so I think we're having those discussions right now about 
how we want to handle that and where we want to go. 
The chair of the department, Dr. Hall said, “If you don’t have a context for leadership then what 
is the degree able to do?”  From a theoretical perspective, the faculty and administration were 
grappling with the nature of leadership as an area of study and its translation into degree 
programs (Abbot, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Gumport & Snydman, 2002).   
Additionally, the collaborative, multidisciplinary culture present throughout among the 
faculty and work in the Department of Agricultural Education, the College of Agriculture, and 
the Center for Agriculture and Life Sciences, was present in conversations about the future of the 
department.  The evaluation process had posed to those in the department, as a whole, whether to 
increase collaboration across programs.  The process revealed a desire from faculty to be more 
intentional about collaboration.  Dr. White, a leadership professor who served on the strategic 
planning steering committee, said, “That really was a desire of the faculty, to collaborate more. 
We don't have a lot of collaboration.”  Dr. Nielson, a leadership teaching faculty member, said, 
“One of our main issues was how do we inform each other, how do we continue to work 
together, what research can we possibly do together.”  As faculty in the leadership programs 
were wrestling with proposing their own major, department administration and faculty were also 
talking about creating a single departmental major with specializations within each 
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programmatic area.  The name of the major would reflect the three major programs in the 
department, education, communication, and leadership, with the specialization in one of the three 
program areas.  Again, Dr. White discussed what this option might look like, “[The programs] 
have some class overlap, but this is just a more intentional, I think we're looking between 9 and 
12 credit hours of overlap between the three programs.”  The rest of the courses in the program 
would be taken in the specialization area.  Dr. Phillips expressed that this change might also 
contribute to more clarity about the degree programs in the department, saying, “So, it makes it a 
little bit more; it makes more sense for students to communicate what their major is.”  This 
approach to collaboration is reflects the influence of the land grant mission, applied, 
multidisciplinary approach to the field of agriculture, and the institutional rewards structured by 
this mission and the research intensive mission of the institution (Abbott, 1988; Becher & 
Trowler, 2001; Freidson, 1986; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).   
The same collaborative idea was present in the creation of the Ph.D. program as a 
specialization in partnership with the College of Education.  Though there as not mention of 
converting the Ph.D. program into a standalone program, the partnership with the College of 
Education and the leadership programs to create the specialization also reflected the 
collaborative, multidisciplinary work in the Center for Agriculture and Life Sciences.  
Leadership faculty member, Dr. White explained: 
There are elements within the [College of Education] that are, that have an agricultural 
component or a traditionally extension component, so like the 4-H youth development 
exists within the [College of Education]…there’s a lot of overlap within the kind of 
traditional land grant mission. 
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The ability to engage across disciplines and fields was something that Dr. White found valuable.  
He continued, saying, “But to me, in some ways, we don't always let bureaucracy get in the way 
of good ideas.”  The partnership that created the Ph.D. program seemed to be a natural fit, 
grounded in the relationships among fields and the land grant mission of the institution.  Dr. 
Edward shared this perspective from the college level perspective: 
Obviously, we feel very strongly that there's the departments, and those are individuals 
that come together around having some shared disciplinary expertise, passion for this 
area. And that's incredibly important right?  But then we also know that we have to be 
more, and you mentioned this, interdisciplinary in our thinking shifting towards trend 
disciplinary and what does that look like. 
Though the success and legitimacy of the program was important, the multi- and 
interdisciplinary projects happening within the college and the Center for Agriculture and Life 
Sciences, and through this partnership, were important for the university, and those working at 
the university, to be leaders in solving problems and developing innovations through the land 
grant mission. 
The leadership program had not created a standalone major or Ph.D. in leadership partly 
due to theoretical conversations about the nature of leadership as an area of study and its 
relationship to other fields of study.  Though leadership is interdisciplinary in nature, not having 
a standalone major or Ph.D. associated with the area of study may constrain the stabilizing and 
surviving activities within the program (Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  However, theoretical 
considerations were not the only possible constraint to the leadership programs.  Future budgets 
in the department and the university posed as potential threats to future stabilizing activities 
(Meyer & Rowan, 1977).   
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The university was undergoing a budget model change.  In the new model, tuition dollars 
would go to the program or department with which the course students enroll in is housed.  Dr. 
Hall described how this model would incentivize programs to enroll students in their own 
courses, even developing their own courses within the program or department, rather than 
encouraging their students to take courses in other programs.  His main concern was that 
programs would develop their own leadership courses, saying:  
What I'm worried about, Katie, is that…There's a whole lot of people that think 
leadership isn't a scholarly discipline, and if I've had a title and was marginally successful 
in some school or nonprofit or organization or something that all of a sudden I have the 
credentials to teach leadership. So we're just going to offer our own leadership classes, 
rather than sending our students to [the department leadership program], where we're 
sending our resources to them. 
He believed in the scholarship and certification of leadership and the work his faculty were doing 
and was concerned that the new budget model would deter the multidisciplinary work and 
partnerships.  However, the budget model also threatened enrollment of students from other 
programs, especially in undergraduate minors, and the resources generated through  
their enrollment.   
In the meantime, enrollment in the leadership programs was at its highest level, leaving 
the program with courses to cover and students to graduate.  From Dr. White’s perspective, 
developing a departmental major with specializations was a way to deal with capacity issues.  He 
said, “We just know that we're not going to get a lot more faculty in to do the things that we're 
doing, so we're trying to figure out how to become more efficient with how we're offering our 
classes and our programs.”  Dr. Phillips used language from the evaluation team, saying that the 
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program was at a “crossroads” in terms of where the program was headed in the future and what 
they wanted to focus on.  Even more, the considerations posed at this crossroads seemed to 
highlight possible constraints at the intersection of the institutionalized nature of disciplines, 
multi- and interdisciplinary partnerships and endeavors, and university structures and the 
competing nature of purpose and legitimacy that exist at this intersection (Abbott, 2001; Becher 
& Trowler, 2001; Lattuca, 2001; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). 
Conclusion 
Prairie State University’s leadership programs have evolved into a program that houses 
multiple degree programs across degree levels and faculty engaging in the legitimizing activities 
of research, teaching, and service (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Knight et al., 2013; 
Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  The program, housed in the Department of Agricultural Education, has 
become a conceptual interdisciplinary program organizing around leadership as a topic of study, 
rather than foregrounding disciplinary contributions to the study of leadership (Lattuca, 2001).  
However, the research intensive, land grant mission of the university that has influenced those 
part of the organizing process, determining the goals and actions, or work, within the leadership 
programs.  Through mimetic and normative isomorphic pressures, developing degree programs 
and hiring tenure line faculty reflected what was possible and what was expected as the program 
emerged among the organizational fields of the college and the center (DiMaggio & Powell, 
1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Selznick, 1996).  The goals and actions of the program have 
evolved, becoming a contributor to the stabilization of leadership at Prairie State University and 
leadership as an area of study (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  However, as 
the program considers their legitimizing trajectory, navigating the intersections of 
institutionalized disciplinary rules, interdisciplinary work, and university structures will be 
paramount (Abbott, 2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Lattuca, 2001; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). 
133 
 
 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
The purpose of this study was to explore the emergence of academic leadership programs 
in institutions of higher education.  Specifically, I studied how leadership programs are 
organized on college campuses, what has influenced the organization of such programs, and the 
implications of the organization of leadership programs.  I centered the process of organizing 
(verb), rather than the organization (noun) to understand the social process in which people 
within an organization come to similar perceptions of reality, establishing shared meanings 
needed to align goals and coordinate action (Birnbaum, 1988; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Heath 
& Sitkin, 2001).  Centering the organizing process in this study was important for understanding 
how emerging leadership programs determined what was possible for their programs and what 
was needed to stabilize actions to survive within their institutions (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; 
Meyer & Rowan, 1977).   
To better understand the organizing process, I conducted a comparative case study 
analysis, selecting cases from research intensive universities with undergraduate programs, 
because of their organizing power in higher education (Abbott, 2001; Altbach, 2011b; Becher & 
Trowler, 2001; Bok, 2013).  However, where these programs were situated within their 
institution was different between the two cases.  This allowed me to explore disparate emergence 
of academic leadership programs (ILA, 2015) and its relationship with the interdisciplinary study 
of leadership (Rost, 1993).  Within my cases I conducted interviews with faculty and staff in the 
leadership program, as well as departmental and/or college administrators.  I observed faculty 
and curriculum meetings and collected documents, including field notes, for analysis.  The 
findings of my study revealed how each program was organized, the isomorphic influences on its 
emergence, and the implications of the organization of the program.  In this final chapter, I 
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discuss the comparison across cases, illuminating the differences and similarities between 
programs, and highlight implications for practice and future research.  
Comparison Across Cases 
My findings revealed noteworthy similarities and differences between the two cases 
studied.  The programs were specifically chosen because they were located in different spaces in 
their institutions.  The way the programs were embedded within their institutions was very 
different, as well as the organization within each program, including degree programs and 
personnel.  However, the emergence of both programs was influenced by similar institutional 
pressures, providing insight into how similar organizing processes and influences can produce 
different outcomes.  The organizing of both programs provide implications for the survival and 
stability of academic programs and the interdisciplinary area of study of leadership.  
Institutional Context and Program Descriptions 
As noted earlier, both programs were situated in research intensive institutions.  These 
institutions are arguably the most prestigious due to their prioritization of research among the 
three functions of higher education (Bok, 2013; Bowen, 1977).  The two universities – Midwest 
University and Prairie State University – are known for being leaders in the generation and 
dissemination of knowledge; Midwest University in medicine, the sciences, and fine arts and 
Prairie State University, as a land grant institution, in agriculture and life sciences.  Midwest 
University had a strong institutional mission for developing students as leaders for professional 
success and Prairie State University was heavily invested in developing community and 
agriculture leaders.  The culture of excellence as a research intensive institution and the missions 
to develop leaders and be leaders in research were influential in the organizing of each program.  
However, the organizing outcome of each program was vastly different.  Table 8 provides an 
overview of the key.   
135 
 
Table 9 Overview, Cross Case Comparison 
 Midwest University Prairie State University 
Degree 
Programs 
Undergraduate Certificate Undergraduate Minors, 
Undergraduate Major 





among faculty in other 
disciplinary and field of study 
academic departments and non-
academic units; core courses are 
taught by non-academic units, 
elective courses taught by 
disciplinary and field specific 
professors in their home 
departments 
Conceptually Interdisciplinary, 
organizing the program around the 
topic of leadership and courses 
around topics in leadership; courses 
are housed in the Department of 
Agricultural Education and taught 




College of General Studies, 
Leadership Department on paper, 
responsibilities shared among 
Faculty Committee and non-
academic units (i.e. Career 
Office and Office of Student 
Activities) 
College of Agriculture, which 
reports to the Center for 
Agriculture and Life Sciences; 
leadership programs is housed in 
the academic department – 
Department of Agricultural 
Education 
 
Academic programs.  The approach to interdisciplinarity within academic programs was 
different.  The leadership program at Midwest University organized curriculum, classes, and 
faculty using a multidisiciplinary approach (Klein, 1990).  Core course curriculum and elective 
classes, taught by faculty from other departments, foregrounded disciplinary perspectives in 
leadership employing an additive approach to learning (Klein, 1990; Knight et al., 2013).  This 
culminated in a hands-on learning course requiring students to apply their multidisciplinary 
understanding of leadership to practice.  Prairie State University’s leadership program, however, 
evolved into a conceptual interdisciplinary approach to the organization of curriculum and 
classes within their program (Lattuca, 2001).  Conceptual interdisciplinarity organizes 
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curriculum around topic, rather than discipline (Lattuca, 2001).  However, various disciplinary 
perspectives are needed to fully understand the topic (Lattuca, 2001).  Classes are organized by 
topic and taught within the program, by leadership faculty also within the program, rarely 
requiring students to take courses in other departments or disciplines (Knight et al., 2013).  
Though each program approached the study of leadership differently, there were some 
similarities in degrees offered.  
Both programs in this study offered undergraduate degree programs in leadership, as this 
was one of the criteria for site selection.  The leadership program at Midwest University offered 
only one degree, an undergraduate certificate in leadership.  Prairie State University offered 
similar degrees including two minors in leadership.  Both programs had similar outcomes for 
their undergraduate certificates/minors, building skills for success in careers and society and 
enhancing a student’s major.  However, neither program offered a major in leadership.  The 
program at Prairie State University offered a specialization in leadership as part of the 
agricultural education major, but not a standalone major.  The program continued to wrestle with 
whether or not a major in leadership was theoretically grounded.  Unlike Midwest University, 
Prairie State University offered additional degrees at the master’s and doctoral levels, including a 
master’s in leadership, and a specialization in leadership for the Ph.D. in Education program.  
Arguably, the organization of each program within its respective universities was influenced by 
the institutionalized structures of higher education, signaling what was possible and what was 
expected of each leadership program. 
Embedding units.  Because each program confers academic degrees, they are both 
situated within the academic affairs side of the institution operating on the collegial model of 
higher education, or shared governance among faculty, where those in positions of power are 
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seen as one among equals (AAUP, 1970; Birnbaum, 1988; Tierney & Bensimon, 1996).  The 
leadership program at Midwest University is housed in the College of General Studies, and 
though a Department of Leadership exists within the college housing the certificate and 
leadership designated courses, the faculty and administrative work is decentralized to other units 
within the College of General Studies and other colleges within the university.  The department 
does not serve as a centralized unit that houses physical space or a centralized body of faculty 
and staff with dedicated positions within the program (Knight et al., 2013).  Staff from academic 
and student affairs offices are in charge of administering, coordinating, and/or teaching 
leadership designated courses, whereas elective courses taught in other departments are 
coordinated by faculty within those departments.  A committee of faculty and staff across units 
and academic departments oversee the course requirements and curriculum changes for the 
certificate, representing the continuity of the organizing process, making sense of the goals and 
activities of the organization as it evolves.  Major changes to the certificate are approved by the 
Faculty Committee.  Creating new courses has to be approved by the administration within the 
College of General Studies.  
The leadership program at Prairie State University is organized within the Department of 
Agricultural Education and reports up to the College of Agriculture.  The College of Agriculture 
is housed in the Center of Agriculture and Life Sciences whose administration reports directly to 
the president of the university, rather than the provost.  Though the program does not have its 
own designated department, the program has centralized faculty hired to teach leadership courses 
and tend to the three functions of higher education, research, teaching, and service, including the 
administration of program (Gumport & Snydman, 2002; Knight et al., 2013).  The main 
responsibility for tenure line faculty is teaching.  However, research and service are important, as 
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the college believes in the integration of all three function areas to educate.  The percentages of 
research, teaching, and service outlined in faculty contracts, vary among the faculty in the 
program.  Changes to the leadership program at Prairie State University follow a more formal 
process than Midwest University’s leadership program.  Changes to a program or addition of 
degrees must be approved at the programmatic, department, college, and center/campus level.  
How each program organized was strongly influenced by isomorphic mechanisms that prompted 
their emergence and organizational fields these programs emerged within, including their 
respective colleges and the university (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Selznick, 1996).  The 
organizational fields signaled what was possible for the development of a leadership program 
and what was expected of such programs for survival (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & 
Rowan, 1977; Selznick, 1996). 
Influences on Organizing 
Both programs experience isomorphic influences as administrators, faculty and staff 
made sense of the goals and activities of the organization as it emerged within their respective 
institutions (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  The organizational fields these programs emerged 
within include the colleges and the institution in which they are organized within (DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983).  These fields influence which actions are possible for academic programs and 
what is expected of the programs once they emerge (Barley & Tolbert, 1997; DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983; Selznick, 1996).  Programs, and the people making decisions within the programs, 
shape their programs by choosing to adopt such actions and doing so in a way that establishes a 
niche within the organizational field (Barley & Tolbert, 1997; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; 
Selznick, 1996).  The leadership programs at Midwest University and Prairie State University 
were both influenced by normative isomorphic pressure, to develop an expertise niche within the 
cultures and missions of their institutions professionalizing the knowledge and development of 
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leaders (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Additionally, mimetic pressure at Prairie State University 
influenced the creation of the leadership program and its organization in the face of uncertainty 
and ambiguity (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Over time, these programs have stabilized their 
actions, bringing some form of legitimacy within the organizational fields with which they have 
emerged (Barley & Tolbert, 1997; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). 
Normative and mimetic isomorphism.  Both programs in this study emerged from 
normative isomorphic influences, strongly rooted in the mission and culture of each institution 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Normative isomorphism involves professionalizing the work and 
knowledge related to an occupation (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  In this study, faculty and staff 
from both programs created programs professionalizing leadership within their institutions and 
establishing a niche within their institutions.  At Midwest University, it was the very culture to 
develop leadership skills in all undergraduate students that led to the development of a leadership 
degree program.  Units involved in co-curricular leadership development and faculty in the 
colleges of business, liberal arts and sciences, and education teaching leadership related courses 
created a program that mirrored the multidisciplinary study of leadership in an effort to centralize 
leadership development on campus.  Though the content of the program was to reflect the 
multidisciplinarity of the study of leadership, with the lack of resources and a centralized 
program, a partnership among units within the university may have been the only option for 
creating the leadership program (Gumport & Snydman, 2002; Knight et al., 2013; Selznick, 
1996).  In any case, the credentialing the multidisciplinary certificate in leadership further 
developed the program’s niche within the institution (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Students 
participating in these co-curricular programs and taking disciplinary courses studying leadership 
could enroll in the certificate to credential their cumulative learning.  The credentialing of 
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student learning and efforts in leadership signaled legitimacy as the culminating piece of student 
leadership development on campus (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Freidson, 1986).   
Normative isomorphic pressure influenced the development of the leadership program at 
Prairie State University, as well.  As a land grant institution, Prairie State University is heavily 
invested in being the leading institution in teaching, research, and service that services academic 
communities, state communities, and societies.  The administration and faculty associated with 
the program established connection to the history of the land grant institution involved with 
developing community leaders.  It is at this point of connection that normative isomorphic 
pressure influenced the organization of the program and established its niche within the 
organizational structure with which it emerged (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Emerging within 
the Department of Agricultural Education, the leadership program began as a program for 
students not interested in formal teaching, but interested in development of community leaders, 
human resource development, and leadership training.  This niche evolved into the leadership 
program when department administration hired a faculty member with expertise in leadership.  
This led to the further organizing development of the program, professionalizing the knowledge 
and skills in leadership and those that facilitator leadership development (DiMaggio &  
Powell, 1983).   
Normative pressure is how the leadership program at Prairie State University evolved.  It 
was uncertainty and ambiguity caused by mimetic isomorphic pressure that influenced the 
Department of Agricultural Education to explore a new option in the first place (DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983).  Declining enrollment in the Agricultural Education major created uncertainty in 
enrollment and resources for the department.  Department administration and faculty responded 
by creating an additional option with the Agricultural Education major, eventually evolving into 
141 
 
the leadership programs.  As those within academic programs respond to mimetic pressures, they 
can look to the actions of other organizational fields that they may adopt as a means of 
generating stability (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  Because of the strong 
emphasis on research, teaching, and service at Prairie State University, these institutionalized 
functions were expected of programs and faculty in the university and in the College of 
Agriculture (Barley & Tolbert, 1997; Bowen, 1977).  They were important for the leadership 
program and the Department of Agricultural Education to regain the enrollment in the face of 
uncertainty (Bowen, 1977; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).   
Organizational Implications 
Though normative isomorphic pressures were present in the emergence of both 
leadership programs at Midwest University and Prairie State University, we see that their 
organization is very different.  The organizational implications for stability between the two 
programs are notable.  Emerging organizations that adopt and carry forward institutionalized 
actions receive recognition and resources needed to stabilize work and generate legitimacy and 
resources within the organizational fields they emerge within (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer 
& Rowan, 1977).  Institutionalism is important for the success and survival of new organizations 
(Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  Both programs generated resources and legitimacy through the 
enrollment of undergraduate students.  However, the faculty’s access to research, teaching, and 
service at Prairie State University brought additional recognition to the program and the study of 
leadership within the institution.  This was not something present in the program at Midwest 
University.  Additionally, administration, faculty, and staff in both programs faced threats to 
their resources with the changing nature of university budgets.  The lack of a centralized program 
and faculty at Midwest University may threaten the growth and sustainability of the program.  
Unlike the program at Midwest University, the success of Prairie State University’s centralized 
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leadership program may be under threat of merging with other academic programs within the 
department seeking additional resources and stability.  
Gaining stability.  Both programs in this study benefitted from the larger enrollment 
numbers they saw, especially in their undergraduate programs.  Even though neither leadership 
program in this study had a standalone major in leadership, the flexibility of the minor and 
certificate degrees created an opportunity to enroll additional students interested in enhancing 
their major with studying and developing leadership skills.  The staff and faculty in the 
leadership program at Midwest University is afforded the autonomy of the faculty committee to 
develop and drive curriculum for the certificate and individual units have autonomy to develop 
individual courses without much oversight.  At Prairie State University, large enrollment in the 
leadership programs generate resources for the Department of Agricultural Education and has, in 
the past, generated enough resources to develop additional programs at the master’s and doctoral 
level.  High enrollment has also generated recognition within the department and the College of 
Agriculture.  The leadership program at Prairie State University has also received recognition 
because of its access to the institutionalizing functions of higher education – research, teaching, 
and service (Bowen, 1977).  The involvement of faculty in research teams, university 
committees, and service to the community, in addition to teaching in their programs has 
generated recognition of the college and the Center for Agriculture and Life Sciences, rewarding 
faculty with tenure and faculty and students with various awards.  
Threats and constraints to stability.  Though each leadership program in this study 
reaped benefits from enrollment numbers, changing university budgets threatened the enrollment 
in such programs.  Both programs talked about their respective university’s changes in budgets, 
in which the tuition dollars of students would follow them to the courses they enrolled in.  This 
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means when a student enrolls in a leadership course, the tuition dollars go to the leadership 
department at Midwest University and the leadership program at Prairie State University, with 
little to no funding being received by the department the student’s major is housed in.  Faculty, 
staff, and administrators in both programs talked about the model motivating departments and 
colleges to enroll students in their own courses, because of the revenue that would be generated 
from tuition, rather than collaborating across units, especially in multi- and interdisciplinary 
efforts.  For one administrator at Prairie State University, this model ran the risk of departments 
and colleges capitalizing on leadership development, claiming expertise in leadership without 
fully engaging in the area of study the way his faculty do, through research, teaching,  
and service. 
In addition to the threats of budget changes at each university, the leadership program at 
Midwest University was, in some ways, experiencing constraints to the growth and sustainability 
of their program without a centralized program and faculty.  Staff and faculty raised concerns 
about who would advocate or champion the leadership program if changes in administration 
were made.  They questioned whether new administrators would see value in the program like 
their current administrators.  Additionally, some staff believed the program had potential for 
growth beyond the success they had experienced thus far.  However, were skeptical of the 
program’s ability to do so with the decentralization of responsibilities and work within the 
program.  The program’s lack of centralized faculty and/or tenure line faculty engaging in 
research, teaching, and service, also poses a threat to the type of growth the program envisioned, 
especially if the program would want to create graduate programs.  
The leadership program at Prairie State University experienced benefits from enrollment 
numbers and the recognition of faculty engaged in the functions of higher education.  The 
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success of the program has not only brought stability to the goals and actions of faculty in 
leadership, but also to the Department of Agricultural Education, a department once seen as a 
place where the College of Agriculture put programs that did not fit neatly in other departments 
or units.  The collaborative, multidisciplinary nature of fields of study, like agriculture and 
education, have tremendous influence on the culture of the department and college.  The desire 
to create a centralized major in the department with specializations in education, leadership, and 
communication is one example of this collaborative influence.  While the success the leadership 
program has experienced through enrollment and engagement in institutionalized activities 
within the university has caused the program to consider developing its own standalone major in 
leadership.  The collaborative culture of the department and college may constrain the future 
organizing development and stability of the leadership program at Prairie State University. 
Discussion 
The purpose of this study was to explore the emergence of academic leadership programs 
on college and university campuses.  The emergence of academic leadership programs across 
institutions of higher education has been disparate.  A review of programs on the International 
Leadership Association’s (2015) database of academic programs reveal that the emergence of 
programs varies institutions of higher education, organized in different colleges and departments 
within their home institutions.  Though scholars have argued that leadership is its own discipline 
(Burns, 1978; Harvey & Riggio, 2013; Rost, 1993), the disparate emergence of academic 
leadership programs suggest that leadership as an area of study does not follow rigid disciplinary 
norms.  The findings in this study reveal that the interdisciplinary nature of leadership, informed 
and valued by many different disciplines, fields of study, and non-academic units, has influenced 
this disparate emergence of academic programs.  Additionally, institutionalized disciplinary 
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structures that exist in higher education have also influenced the emergence of these programs, 
as they emerge among the bounds of knowledge and lay claim to territorial expertise  
in leadership. 
To explore the emergence and organizing of academic leadership programs, this study 
conceptualized leadership as interdisciplinary and academic leadership programs as 
organizations.  Both interdisciplinarity and organizations require empirical evidence to 
understand their organizing processes; interdisciplinarity because it does not organize in such 
rigid forms as disciplinarity (Lattuca, 2001; Knight et al., 2013), organizations to establish their 
existence among the organizational fields they emerge within and among (DiMaggio & Powell, 
1983), and both because understanding the embedded nature of academic programs and their 
features beyond content is important for understanding further organizing of curriculum, faculty, 
and learning outcomes (Knight et al., 2013; Lattuca & Stark, 2009).  This dissertation contributes 
empirical evidence and insight into the emergence of leadership as an interdisciplinary area of 
study and organizing of academic leadership programs in institutions of higher education. 
Organizational Establishment of Academic Leadership Programs 
This study establishes academic leadership programs as organizations, giving insight into 
how these programs have emerged among organizational fields and stabilized over time, 
contributing to a deeper understanding of academic leadership programs (DiMaggio & Powell, 
1983; Lattuca & Stark, 2009; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  The findings revealed the influence of 
institutionalized structures of disciplines and higher education, signaling what was possible as 
these programs emerged within their universities.  While the interdisciplinary nature of 
leadership influenced the emergence and organization of programs among disciplines, fields of 
study, and non-academic units.  This influenced the desire and/or need for credentialing 
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leadership knowledge and the organizational constraints and threats posed on interdisciplinary 
programs because of their position among disciplines, fields of study, and non-academic units.  
Institutional Influence on Program Emergence and Organizing 
The academic leadership programs studied in this dissertation were influenced by the 
hierarchy of disciplines that have institutionalized the structures of higher education, thus 
influencing the motivation to develop a leadership program and the organizing possibilities 
within the structure of the university.  The legitimacy among disciplines and fields combined 
with institutional type influenced why and how these programs organized, resulting in two very 
different organizational types.  The most significant finding being the desire or need for 
programs to certify leadership knowledge through degree credentialing.  
Because of the power and legitimacy inherent in the hierarchy of disciplines, the 
emergence of interdisciplinary academic leadership programs was not without influence of these 
institutionalized structures of higher education.  The programs in this study did not already exist 
within their institutions, and, emerging within research intensive institutions, may have been 
more likely to emerge given the capacity and propensity larger universities have for new 
programs (Brint et al., 2009).  Yet, they emerged and/or evolved due to normative isomorphic 
influences, professionalizing and credentialing leadership knowledge and the legitimacy that 
might come from doing so (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Freidson, 1986).  Though the outcome 
for developing a credential or degree in leadership was the same for each program, the 
institutional pressures to develop a degree program were different.  At Midwest University, the 
degree program in leadership elevated leadership development within an institutional culture 
promoting its development of undergraduate students as leaders.  The credential of an academic 
degree organized one off leadership courses into a degree program, but it also elevated the 
program among other leadership programs within the university.  Unlike Midwest University, the 
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program at Prairie State University was developed out of necessity, as the academic department 
in agricultural education searched for opportunities to demonstrate contribution and value to the 
field of agriculture and strong institutional mission of the university in the face of enrollment 
uncertainty.  The organization of the department as an academic unit required the program to 
develop and offer a degree in leadership.  These findings extend literature in interdisciplinary 
scholarship and the influence of institutionalized disciplinary structures, demonstrating how 
credentialing and degree programs in interdisciplinary academic programs are used or needed as 
programs emerge within institutions of higher education (Brint et al., 2009; Lattuca, 2001; 2002).   
The desire or need to create a leadership credential was a response to the influence of the 
institutionalized structures and activities that have been developed over time by disciplines and 
the most prestigious institutions, as people in different disciplines or fields of study or non-
academic units or society, engaging in leadership endeavors, sought to develop their niche 
among other leadership programs and programs in the organizational fields they emerged within.  
The institutionalized structures signaled what was possible and what was expected of programs 
as they sought to credential leadership knowledge.  The College of General Studies provided a 
mechanism for the leadership program at Midwest University to organize a multidisciplinary 
program, bringing together courses and faculty from a variety of units on campus to inform 
students learning of leadership.  However, the multidisciplinary organization of the program was 
constraining the further development and stabilization of organizational activities within the 
program.  The cumulative approach to multidisciplinarity allowed faculty from disciplines and 
fields of study to be part of the scholarly conversation about the topic or issue at hand without 
fully integrating oneself into the conversation (Klein, 1990; Lattuca, 2001).  In the case of the 
program at Midwest University, faculty members benefitted from teaching leadership courses in 
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their home departments and serve on the faculty committee, contributing expertise back to the 
home discipline or field of study (Knight et al., 2013; Lattuca, 2001; 2002).  This behavior is 
often rewarded in the promotion process for faculty (Lattuca, 2001).  From an academic 
department level, this approach required little to no investment of resources from academic 
departments, disciplinary or field of study, only acknowledgement that students enrolled in the 
leadership certificate could enroll in courses outside the department that housed their major.  The 
involvement of individual faculty from disciplines and fields of study, and the loose involvement 
of academic departments with the leadership program at Midwest University reflect disciplinary 
and interdisciplinary scholarship that suggests faculty engage with interdisciplinary efforts to 
gain legitimacy within the discipline by establishing niche expertise (Knight et al., 2013;  
Lattuca, 2001).   
However, disciplines do not necessarily benefit from engagement in interdisciplinarity 
because disciplinary knowledge is not developed or practiced in its purest form (Abbott, 2001; 
Becher & Trowler, 2001; Kuhn, 1946).  Yet, these programs did not emerge among hard 
disciplines, most known as the purest disciplines.  They have emerged among soft disciplines 
and fields, where boundaries are most malleable.  Faculty in soft disciplines seek to uncover 
multiple truths about leadership in the world, rather than testing one overarching Truth, whereas 
fields of study seek to apply leadership in knowledge in practice (Abbott, 2001; Becher & 
Trowler, 2001; Kuhn, 1946).  My findings reveal faculty engaged with leadership knowledge in 
manners reflective of the purpose of their areas of study.  However, tension existed as these 
programs organized due to leadership’s emergence among soft disciplines and fields of study 
whom are already experience more malleable bounds of knowledge, are more susceptible to 
territorialism, and are seen as less legitimate as a result.  
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At Prairie State University, departments associated with disciplinary areas of study were 
not involved in the development in the leadership program.  The program emerged within a field 
of study, agriculture, among other fields of study, education and communication.  The program 
evolved into a leadership program in response to an enrollment crisis facing the Department of 
Agricultural Education and the potential loss of stability within the College of Agriculture and 
institution.  This reflects the difference between disciplines and fields of study, not always 
present in disciplinary or interdisciplinary scholarship, and the hierarchy among them.  Fields of 
study apply knowledge from disciplines that address current social needs and problems (Abbott, 
1988; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Freidson, 1986).   As the Department of Agricultural Education 
at Prairie State University navigated uncertainty, they found opportunity in a growing market for 
leadership development in society demonstrating the evolution of fields of study in response to 
changing needs in society (Brint et al., 2009; Burns, 1978; Lattuca, 2001; Rost, 1993).   
Additionally, the legitimacy among fields of study was present at Prairie State University, 
as those within the Department of Agricultural Education developed a centralized mission for 
programs that otherwise did not seem to fit among other units in the College of Agriculture.  In 
doing so, the department and program’s mission was rooted in the mission of the university as a 
land grant, society serving institution as a means of demonstrating value and legitimacy within 
the field of agriculture (Bok, 2013; Lattuca, 2001).  Though the leadership program at Midwest 
University was not responding isomorphic uncertainty and ambiguity, the involvement of faculty 
from fields of study seemed to be rooted in the applied nature of fields of study to address social 
needs (Brint et al., 2009; Lattuca, 2001).  The involvement of faculty from fields of study in the 
program at Midwest University benefitted the individual, rather than the department, for reasons 
similar to faculty from disciplinary departments.  The lack of need for stability within the 
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participating departments at Midwest University and the low expectation to provide resources for 
the program because it was housed in the College of General Studies, meant little involvement 
from each department.  The need for stability from the program, however, came from the non-
academic units, the Career Office and the Office of Student Activities.  
My findings revealed the involvement of non-academic units in academic leadership 
programs.  The leadership program at Midwest University reflects how interdisciplinary work 
stretches beyond academia (i.e. disciplines and fields of study) to other entities in society (Brint 
et al., 2009; Klein, 1990).  In the case of leadership, student affairs entities engage in leadership 
by providing student development programming, often contributing to the experiential learning 
components of student leadership development (Astin & Astin, 2000; Komives et al., 2011).  The 
involvement of the Career Office and the Office of Student Activities in the program at Midwest 
University were influenced by the stability gained for their own programming, offering a degree 
conferring program in leadership (Freidson, 1986).  The certification of leadership knowledge 
was an opportunity to elevate co-curricular leadership programming among numerous leadership 
programs offered at the university, strongly rooted in the culture of the institution to develop 
leaders (Bok, 2013; Lattuca, 2001).  Interdisciplinary scholarship often talks about the 
participation of government, business, non-profit, and even K-12 educational, entities in 
interdisciplinary work through grants and partnerships (Brint et al., 2009; Klein, 1990; Lattuca, 
2001).  The findings from this study suggests that non-academic entities within institutions of 
higher education also participate in leadership development, influenced by the need for 
legitimacy among other leadership programs within the institution, as well as demonstrating 
contribution to the leadership focused mission and culture of institutions.  
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Interdisciplinary Establishment of Leadership 
In addition to establishing academic leadership programs as organizations, this study 
provides empirical evidence of the interdisciplinarity of leadership.  The emergence and 
organization of the academic leadership programs in this study reflected this.  These programs 
emerged among disciplines and fields of study, as well as non-academic units on campuses.  
Further these programs emerged among humanities and social sciences, and fields of study, 
similar to the trend of growing interdisciplinary programs in Brint and colleagues’ (2009) work.  
The programs also emerged among and within fields of study, and included non-academic 
partners, reflective of Klein’s review of interdisciplinary work (1990) and extending Lattuca’s 
(2001; 2002) focus on disciplines.  Each program provided leadership development 
programming, organized around the topic and certification of leadership knowledge.  The 
leadership program at Midwest University emerged among disciplines, fields of study, and non-
academic units into a multidisciplinary organization of curriculum and faculty serving on the 
faculty committee governing body.  At Prairie State University, the leadership program emerged 
within the field of study of agriculture and organized around the topic of leadership, with 
disciplinary and field of study perspectives informing the topic in a conceptual interdisciplinary 
approach.  These finding supports scholarship that suggests leadership is informed by many 
different disciplines and fields of study (Burns, 1978; Harvey & Riggio, 2013; Rost, 1993) and 
valued by societal entities, such as institutions of higher education (Astin & Astin, 2000; Bok, 
2013; Gieger, 2011; Komives et al., 2011).  They also reflect interdisciplinary literature that 
argues interdisciplinary endeavors are often organized around questions, issues, or topics rather 
than methods or paradigmatic framing (Lattuca, 2001), as well as their curricular and 
organizational features, exploring the degree to which degrees and courses, as well as 
administrators and faculty are housed within programs (Knight et al., 2013).  How the academic 
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leadership program emerged among disciplines, fields of study, and non-academic units in higher 
education influenced where the program was situated within the university.  It also influenced 
how faculty, administration, and staff came to an understanding of the goals and actions of their 
organization related to interdisciplinarity and leadership as an area of study. 
Interdisciplinary Influences on Organizing Academic Leadership Programs 
Each leadership program in this study was chosen because their location within their 
university was different.  These programs were not already in existence within their institutions.  
The individuals who created of such programs were influenced by the institutionalized structures 
within higher education, including the hierarchy of disciplines, the values of research intensive 
institutions, and the desire and need for the stability that might come from credentialing 
leadership knowledge.  These structures determined what was possible and expected for the 
goals and activities of programs, as administrators, faculty, and staff organized their work, and 
continue to organize an understanding of their work.  Additionally, the interdisciplinarity of 
leadership influenced how programs organized within the institutionalized structures of each 
university.  Together, the interpretation of interdisciplinary practice (Lattuca, 2001; 2002) 
coupled with the institutionalized structures of higher education organized two different 
programs in interdisciplinary form (Knight et al., 2013).   
The program at Midwest State University was a partnership among faculty in disciplinary 
and field of study departments and staff from non-academic units providing leadership 
development programming (Knight et al., 2013).  The partnership was created out of a desire to 
develop a multidisciplinary approach to leadership learning (Brint et al., 2009; Lattuca, 2001).  
The College of General Studies was a mechanism for organizing the multidisciplinary leadership 
program, housing leadership courses and the degree, in manner that did not require partners, 
especially faculty and academic departments, to invest additional resources into the program or 
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suggest one partner had more ownership of the program than another.  The program at Prairie 
State University, however, emerged within a College of Agriculture, the field of agriculture, and 
among fields of study, including education and communication, in the Department of 
Agricultural Education.  The program was developed in response to enrollment uncertainty, 
prompting the department, after hiring a faculty member in agriculture education with expertise 
in leadership, to create a non-teaching pathway for their education major.  This eventually 
developed into a conceptual interdisciplinary leadership program that organized around the topic 
of leadership, hiring faculty with expertise in leadership to teach courses foregrounding topics in 
leadership rather than disciplinary or field of study perspectives (Knight et al., 2013;  
Lattuca, 2001).   
These findings reflect the complexity of the emergence and organization of 
interdisciplinarity due to the ever-evolving nature of relationships between and among 
disciplines and fields of study, and even non-academic units, in this case (Bring et al., 2009; 
Klein, 1990; Knight et al., 2013; Lattuca, 2001).  They contribute to leadership scholarship 
revealing how academic leadership programs are organized within their institutions and how 
disciplinary and field of study perspectives are included in the organization of interdisciplinarity 
of such programs.  Even more, these findings reveal the influence of disciplinary structures and 
the institutionalized activities of research intensive institutions on what is possible for 
interdisciplinary endeavors as the emerge within and among organizational fields, establishing 
degree certifications in leadership and organizational activities to support efforts to 
professionalize leadership knowledge (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Freidson, 1986).  
Access to and Engagement in Institutionalizing Activities 
This study explored the emergence of academic leadership programs with undergraduate 
degrees at research intensive universities.  Mimetic and normative isomorphic pressures 
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influenced the need and desire to develop these programs, seeking stability through the 
certification of knowledge and learning in leadership (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Freidson, 
1986).  How these programs have emerged within their respective institutions has determined 
their ability to access and engage in institutional activities and functions of higher education (i.e. 
research, teaching, and service) and who benefits from engaging in these activities.  However, in 
addition to engagement in institutionalizing activities, student enrollment and budgets also 
contributed to a degree of stabilization for programs, offering autonomy for one program and 
resources to hire tenure line faculty for another.  This finding stretches arguments from Abbott 
(2001) to include the influence of student enrollment in the persistence of interdisciplinary 
programs (Brint et al., 2009) beyond disciplinary prestige.  Both programs have experienced 
constraints and threats to their ability to stabilize organizational activities, like developing a 
major in leadership, and gain stability within the structure of the research institution.  These 
findings reflect the challenges of interdisciplinarity in the institutionalized structures of higher 
education (Lattuca, 2001).  
The multidisciplinary organization at Midwest University has decentralized the program, 
including programmatic responsibilities and teaching, to individual units and faculty, housed in 
their own disciplinary or field of study departments, not the Department of Leadership (Gumport 
& Snydman, 2002).  Faculty from other departments access and engage in the functions of higher 
education through their home department, and only if they are in tenure line positions.  They 
were rewarded for participation in the program on an individual basis, contributing value back to 
their home departments, reflecting multidisciplinary literature (Lattuca, 2001).  Non-academic 
instructors teaching courses in the Department of Leadership and program are not provided 
access to the institutionalizing activities and functions of higher education because of their staff 
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position.  In fact, many staff at Midwest University taught courses in addition to their position 
responsibilities.  However, this studied revealed that like individual faculty, the ability of  
staff to teach courses that contribute to a degree program provides stability among  
co-curricular programs.  This was especially evident by the autonomy afforded staff members 
teaching in the program from generating student enrollment and revenue that could cover 
overhead costs and justify continuing to offer such courses in the program and Department of 
Leadership (Brint et al, 2009).  
Unlike the leadership program at Midwest University, the program at Prairie State 
University had access and was expected to engage in the functions of higher education in the 
face of isomorphic uncertainty.  The program was created in response to an enrollment crisis 
within an existing undergraduate program in the Department of Agricultural Education, creating 
uncertainty for a program who was experiencing threats to resources as a result.  In response, 
administration and faculty in the program developed an additional degree program that evolved 
into the leadership program when a tenure line faculty member in agricultural education was 
hired.  Because the faculty member was hired on a tenure line position, they already had access 
to the institutionalized functions of higher education and used these functions to study and teach 
leadership.  The access to institutionalized activities, arguably, demonstrated the value of 
leadership as an area of study and contributor to the mission of the institution.  The value 
stretched beyond the response to teaching and learning leadership to include the research of 
leadership and the application to extension and service endeavors at Prairie State University.  
Couple the access faculty with leadership expertise had to engaging in institutionalized activities 
with the revenue generated from increased undergraduate class sizes and the program had 
achieved the student numbers to develop additional degree programs, undergraduate and 
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graduate, and resources to hire additional tenure line faculty in leadership, who were expected to 
engage with the functions of higher education by way of their contracts (Becher & Trowler, 
2001; Brint et al., 2009; Gumport & Snydman, 2002).  
The findings from this study reveal that both programs, though organized differently, 
experienced constraints and threats to the stabilization of organizational activities within 
academic programs and access to stability within research intensive institutions.  They were 
developed in response to influences to certify leadership knowledge within the most prestigious 
of institutions, with justification for their existence rooted in the missions and cultures of their 
institutions, developing leaders for industry and society (Astin & Astin, 2000; Bok, 2013; 
Chambers, 2005; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Freidson, 1983).  However, the multidisciplinary 
nature of the program at Midwest University constrained the ability of the program to evolve 
arguably reflecting the low consensus nature of interdisciplinarity, but also the decentralized 
nature of multidisciplinarity (Klein, 1990; Knight et al., 2013; Lattuca, 2001).  Those working to 
develop the program meant to ask for minimal input from academic department, placing 
programmatic responsibilities on non-academic units looking to gain legitimacy through 
participation.  However, by not participating in the functions of higher education, their lack of 
stability within the institution may keep them from further developing the program.   
Though the program at Prairie State University had access to institutionalizing activities, 
the momentum of the program was seemingly threatened by the need to generate resources by 
teaching more classes and demonstrate the value of the program within the college and 
institution by being present and serving on university committees (Bowen, 1977; Gumport & 
Snydman, 2002).  The program was also threatened by the choice of developing a standalone 
major in leadership or creating a collective major among the other programs within the 
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department.  This finding reflects the conceptual challenges of interdisciplinarity, as a process, 
navigating the generation of knowledge and its influence on the changing bounds of knowledge, 
the changing needs of society, and the institutional structures that influence the decision to 
engage in interdisciplinary efforts. (Klein, 1990; Lattuca, 2001; 2002).  Findings from both 
programs, though different in organization, reflect the low consensus nature of interdisciplinarity 
and the claims to knowledge bounds in leadership for individual gains in legitimacy (Abbott, 
2001; Becher & Trowler, 2001; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Klein, 1990; Lattuca, 2001).  
Additionally, the important of student enrollment and revenue generated by increased enrollment 
for the continuation of each program was evident (Brint et al, 2009).  
Implications for Practice 
This study revealed the isomorphic influences on the emergence and organization of 
academic leadership programs, specifically in research intensive universities, from the 
interdisciplinary nature of leadership and the institutionalized structures of higher education.  
These influences have led to the organization of two different academic leadership programs.  
Together these programs reflect the complexity of interdisciplinarity, but also the purpose for it 
and motivations to engage in its processes (Brint et al., 2009; Klein, 1990; Knight et al., 2013; 
Lattuca 2001; 2002).  Beyond the disciplinary perspectives included in leadership, academic 
leadership programs included fields of study and even non-academic units.  Tension exists 
between engaging in interdisciplinarity and the home of each entity because of needs for 
organizing stability.  Though interdisciplinary areas of study face institutionalized challenges, 
they are valued because of the changing needs of society and the issues and challenges that face 
society.  Ultimately, interdisciplinary academic leadership programs are valuable for addressing 
society’s need for effective leadership and the issues that face leadership in the world (Brint et 
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al., 2009; Lattuca, 2001; Rost, 1993).  How programs approach their interdisciplinary purpose 
and process will be important for articulating value and stabilizing organizational activities.  
Identifying Interdisciplinary Purpose and Form 
Interdisciplinary efforts emerge for numerous reasons including the interaction at the 
borders of knowledge and the shared purpose among societal entities, like education, business, 
government, to question, address, solve problems in society.  Because of its emerging nature 
among moving knowledge bounds and shifting societal needs, pinpointing a singular approach or 
method to interdisciplinary work is arbitrary.  Instead of looking for a singular approach to 
interdisciplinary work, those who engage in the work need to explore the process as it emerges.  
This is important as we explore how administrators, faculty, and staff create shared 
understandings of interdisciplinarity, using the structures of disciplines and institutions of higher 
education to engage in this work (Lattuca, 2002); even more, because the embedded nature of 
academic programs suggest that curricular decisions, and ultimately student learning, is 
influenced by the curricular and organizational features of interdisciplinary programs (Knight et 
al., 2013; Lattuca & Stark, 2009).  
The efforts explored in this study resulted from conversations among scholars and 
societal partners with similar interests and/or concerns about the world.  The leadership program 
at Midwest University was created among colleagues who had a purpose in mind, even a clear, 
multidisciplinary approach to the organization of the program.  However, the purpose, and the 
process, for interdisciplinary work is not always clear from the beginning (Knight et al., 2013; 
Lattuca, 2001).  At Prairie State University, the program evolved into a leadership program 
among colleagues who developed a distinct purpose as it emerged, though its approach to 
interdisciplinarity was never fully articulated.  These findings suggest that as interdisciplinary 
programs emerge, a purpose and process emerge no matter what.  However, those involved with 
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academic leadership programs need an understanding of the purpose and process that best 
reflects their interdisciplinary efforts because of the influences these have on curriculum and 
student learning (Knight et al, 2013).  Faculty have expertise in leadership and will need 
expertise in interdisciplinarity as they continue to develop their program and consider the 
organizational implications for stability and survival of their program within the organizational 
fields they emerged among and within (Lattuca, 2002).  Direct administrators, including 
department chairs and associate deans, should work with leadership faculty to tie the purpose and 
process to department and college goals and outcomes, as together faculty and administrators 
begin to articulate the value of leadership and its interdisciplinary nature in the institution. 
Therefore, those who engage in interdisciplinary work should be familiar with their 
purpose as well as forms of interdisciplinarity.  Interdisciplinary work emerges among 
knowledge bounds and societal entities for a specific reason, developing and honing the purpose 
allows interdisciplinary efforts, specifically interdisciplinary programs, to more clearly articulate 
the program outcomes and the value of the program (Brint et al, 2009; Knight et al., 2013).  Both 
programs in this study had, over time, developed purpose for the program and its value for 
students.  Those working within the program had tied the purpose of the program to the strong 
institutional culture and mission of their respective universities.  As the leadership program at 
Prairie State University continued to emerge, they continued to clarify the outcomes of each 
degree program, further developing an articulate purpose for their work.  In addition to 
developing an articulate purpose for the program as it emerges, programs should be aware of the 
development of their interdisciplinary process, such as those outlined by Klein (1990), 
multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary, and transdisciplinarity, and Lattuca (2001), informed 
disciplinarity, synthetic interdisciplinarity, transdisciplinarity, and conceptual interdisciplinarity.  
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It is not enough to say that a program or effort is multidisciplinary or interdisciplinary, but to 
understand and articulate the process as it emerges in relationship to its purpose.   
Further, multidisciplinary programs such as those at Midwest University can benefit from 
reflecting on who is involved in the program and why as the program evolves with changing 
bounds of knowledge and societal needs, as well as the change in faculty and staff teaching 
classes and participating in the faculty committee organizing the program forward (Brint et al., 
2009; Klein, 2010).  Programs like the conceptual interdisciplinary programs at Prairie State 
University can benefit from reflecting on the process, searching for gaps in knowledge within the 
curriculum and faculty expertise.  The reflection process can also identify partnerships across 
campus that may be mutually beneficial for both parties, as well as students.  Thus, programs 
that are continuing to reflect on their purpose and process can develop articulate the outcomes 
and contributions of their work (i.e. purpose) and how they achieve their purpose, including who 
is involved and why (i.e. process).  This is especially important for articulating the value of non-
academic units and partnerships outside of academia/education.  Non-academic units may not 
bring legitimacy to an interdisciplinary program in form reflective of the disciplinary 
institutionalized structures of higher education.  However, these units bring perspective to the 
practice and application of leadership, giving context and space for leadership studies to often 
develop and use their skills in real time (Komives et al., 2011).  In addition, developing a clear 
interdisciplinary purpose and process will contribute to a clearer articulation of the value of 
interdisciplinary work, speaking to the complexity of interdisciplinary endeavors and 
contributions to multiple areas of the institution of higher education (i.e. individual faculty areas 
of study, programs, departments, the university, and society) (Knight et al., 2013).  This work 
will also help in identifying the gaps in expertise among program faculty and signal professional 
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development opportunities for staff, such as attending conferences or leadership education 
workshops, as programs intentional evolve their interdisciplinary practice.  
Articulating Value and Advocating for Structures Inclusive of Interdisciplinarity 
Interdisciplinary areas of study face challenges within the structures of higher education 
because they do not reflect the rigidness of the purest disciplines.  As previously stated, these 
areas of study change with the knowledge generation, societal needs, and those who engage with 
the work.  However, these areas of study and their programs should not aspire for rigidity, but 
speak into their purpose and process to articulate their contribution and value within the 
institution.  Interdisciplinary work has tremendous influence on developing new ways of 
thinking and promoting interdisciplinary solutions to address issues and programs in the world 
that would otherwise be constrained by disciplinary rigidity (Brint et al., 2009; Lattuca, 2001; 
2002).  Additionally, the value from developing and applying interdisciplinary knowledge is 
threatened by fields of study who gain legitimacy from successful interdisciplinary endeavors.  
Leaning into the purpose of interdisciplinary endeavors is important for articulating the value of 
interdisciplinary programs, like leadership, within the structures of higher education, including 
communicating with students.  Likewise, leaning into the process of these endeavors is important 
for articulating contribution in many forms, including the emerging area of study, and the 
contribution to student learning.  At the very least, both are important for student enrollment in 
changing budgetary situations, which generates revenue for the persistence and stability of such 
programs (Brint et al., 2009). 
Because interdisciplinary areas of study require the inclusion of multiple perspectives, 
their contribution to the generation and application of knowledge is vast.  Leadership, as an area 
of study, contributes value by bringing together knowledge in leadership, driving the 
development of disciplinary, field of study, and interdisciplinary knowledge, applying this 
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knowledge to practice, and, iteratively, developing knowledge in the application of leadership 
knowledge.  Those who participate in interdisciplinary efforts can obtain multiple identities, one 
in their home discipline or field and one in leadership (Lattuca, 2002).  As leadership programs 
develop their interdisciplinary purpose and process, those who engage in the programs should 
use their interdisciplinary purpose and process to articulate contributions to the multiple 
identities they carry.  The organization of the academic leadership program at Midwest 
University contributes value to individuals and departments associated with disciplines and fields 
of study by providing a niche for scholarly, teaching, and service endeavors.  The work of 
faculty should also contribute back to the development of the program’s curriculum and 
teaching.  However, because much of the work faculty do in multidisciplinary efforts contributes 
back to the home department, programs have to be intentional with their process to draw faculty 
work into the purpose and development of the leadership program.  For a conceptual 
interdisciplinary program like that at Prairie State University, the faculty in the leadership 
program experience dual identities; their contributions through teaching, research, and service, 
contribute to the development of leadership, as an area of study, including graduate programs 
developing academics in leadership, and to the College of Agriculture and Department of 
Agricultural Education.  Academic leadership programs should use their interdisciplinary 
purpose and process for articulating contributions to the organizational fields they emerge within 
and among while maintaining their own valuable identity and the identity of their students 
graduating from their programs. 
As interdisciplinary programs evolve, the faculty and staff engaged in these efforts can 
leverage their positions within their institutions to advocate to department chairs, deans, and the 
curriculum and faculty committees some faculty serve on for more inclusive scholarly structures 
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within their universities by articulating their value and contributions through an institutionalized 
lens (Brint et al., 2009).  Brint and colleagues’ (2009) argued that interdisciplinary faculty are 
more likely to create connections across campus, which ultimately “contribute to the changing 
climate of opinion on college and university campuses about the value of interdisciplinary work” 
(p. 179).  When those who engage in interdisciplinary work understand the dual identities they 
hold in their work and the programs they work with have clear purposes and processes for their 
work, they are more equipped to articulate their value within numerous contexts.  These include 
their disciplinary or field of study home department, or non-academic unit, as well as within the 
organizational structure their program is embedded in, the department, college, and university 
level. Multidisciplinary programs, like that at Midwest University, should include faculty 
research and teaching in the work of the program, highlighting their expertise and contributions 
both to the study of leadership and their home departments.  Likewise, faculty can more clearly 
articulate their involvement with the academic leadership program by using the program’s 
purpose and process to communicate the outcomes and value of the program.  Programs that 
house their own faculty such as those at Prairie State University, can use their position within the 
institution, highlighting the interdisciplinary purpose and process guiding their research and 
teaching within the program, and its contributions to the institution, as well as serving on 
committees that review curriculum and promotion and tenure.  With a clear understanding for the 
interdisciplinary work faculty do, the more prepared they are to articulate the value 
interdisciplinary work and advocate for structures that are inclusive of such endeavors.   
The administrators tied to interdisciplinary work are as important as the efforts of faculty 
in articulating value and advocating for structures inclusive of interdisciplinary programs.  
Academic administrators, such as chairs and deans, serve as gatekeepers and advocates for 
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interdisciplinary programs and upper administration within institutions of higher education.  
These individuals have access to opportunities for faculty interdisciplinary leadership programs 
to showcase their work and demonstrate their value in terms of the functions of higher education.  
In partnership with student affairs administrators, they can articulate the value of non-academic 
units and partnerships outside of academia, contributing to the purpose of applying knowledge in 
interdisciplinary work.  Even more, academic administrators have the platform to use their 
understanding of interdisciplinarity to advocate for and develop tenure line faculty positions 
within their departments and institutions, as programs generate enrollment and resources from 
their success.  Faculty, staff, and academic and student affairs administrators associated with 
interdisciplinary programs can use their synergy to more clearly articulate their value and 
contributions beyond rigid disciplinary bounds in multiple ways within the institutional 
structures of higher education. 
Limitations and Implications for Future Research 
Though this study seeks to understand the organizational emergence of academic 
leadership programs, it is important to note that this study is the first in an effort to establish 
these programs as interdisciplinary organizations and begin the process of further studying the 
complexity of interdisciplinarity in the context of leadership.  This dissertation is limited in its 
effort to establish academic leadership programs as interdisciplinary organizations within the 
institution of higher education.  The scope of the study included two cases with undergraduate 
certificate/minor programs at research intensive, public universities in the Midwest.  In addition, 
this study is limited in its ability to establish the organizing interdisciplinary form of each 
program due to the malleable nature of interdisciplinarity and the need for additional forms of 
data to triangulate interdisciplinary perspectives within each program (Klein, 2010; Knight et al., 
2013).  Therefore, further research is needed to continue developing an understanding of 
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academic leadership programs and their organizing processes from an interdisciplinary 
perspective and institutional perspective with empirical evidence (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; 
Lattuca, 2001; 2002).  
Future research should include the qualitative study of additional academic leadership 
programs across degree programs and institution type due to the influence of context on 
academic programs (Stark & Lattuca, 2009).  This study only explored academic leadership 
programs offering an undergraduate degree at research intensive universities.  Continued 
exploration into academic leadership programs across degree types, institution type, and even 
interdisciplinary approaches is important for understanding the organizational possibilities and 
constraints to the development of these programs.  Research should include comparison across 
programs with undergraduate certificates, majors, master’s, and Ph.D. programs to understand 
how organizational processes provide possibility or constraints to the development of these 
programs and leadership, as an area of study.  The same is true for institution type, different 
institutions value different functions of higher education, exploration into how programs have 
developed within institutions that value teaching more than research will be important for how 
programs are organizing and the outcomes of their degree programs.  This is important for 
understanding how institutionalized structures of higher education have influenced the 
organization and implications for developing sustainable organizing activities within academic 
leadership programs over time.  This will be important for expanding the knowledge base of 
academic leadership programs as interdisciplinary organizations (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; 
Lattuca, 2001). 
Additionally, future research should further explore the interdisciplinary approaches to 
leadership within academic leadership programs and the relationship and contribution of faculty 
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and staff to leadership as an area of study.  If leadership scholars argue that leadership is in fact 
its own discipline (Burns, 1978; Riggio, 2011; Rost, 1993), or area of study, having a better 
understanding of the approaches to and outcomes of interdisciplinarity in leadership will be 
important for being intentional about the involvement of different perspectives, including 
disciplinary, field level, and non-academic units, in interdisciplinary leadership projects and 
programs.  It will also provide empirical evidence for articulating the value of interdisciplinary 
leadership work in disciplinary and non-academic contexts who are seeking stability in different 
ways.  Grounding leadership in rigorous interdisciplinary processes will be important for 
elevating the scholarly argument that learning leadership is important for practice to articulating 
outcomes of leadership learning and knowledge development grounded in an interdisciplinary 
purpose and process that incorporates multiple perspectives from multiple contexts (Knight et al., 
2013).  Studying interdisciplinary processes will provide implications for engaging in and 
organizing such efforts in academic leadership programs and articulating their value within the 
structures of higher education (Brint et al., 2009; Knight et al., 2013; Lattuca, 2001; 2002).   
Studying the interdisciplinary processes within academic leadership programs is also 
important for organizing teaching and research efforts within such programs.  Exploration of the 
outcomes of different interdisciplinary forms in program areas of expertise, outcomes, and 
learning objectives is needed, as well as researching the gaps in expertise and curriculum that 
may exist within different interdisciplinary forms (Knight et al., 2013).  This is important, 
especially at the graduate level as well as for faculty, as we prepare the next generation of 
academics for careers in leadership and think about how we position faculty members within 
programs based on expertise.  As we understand the interdisciplinary purpose and processes in 
leadership, we will be better able to identify expert niches within leadership and more 
167 
 
intentionally develop programs that reflect the interdisciplinarity of leadership.  This will also 
help academic leadership programs determine organizational activities that are grounded in 
interdisciplinary purposes and processes, stabilizing and sustaining academic leadership 
programs over time.  Further, it will be imperative for future research to explore student learning 
and faculty work grounded in the understanding for the content, curricular, and organizational 
features of academic leadership programs that this study provides (Knight et al., 2013; Lattuca, 
2002).  This will be a great place for leadership, as an area of study, to start theoretically 
exploring the possibility and nature of an undergraduate major in leadership. 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, this dissertation study revealed how and why two academic leadership 
programs emerged and organized within their institutions through the lens of interdisciplinarity 
(Brint et al., 2009; Klein, 1990; Knight et al., 2013; Lattuca, 2001, 2002) and institutional theory 
(Broom & Selznick, 1955; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  The findings of this study highlight how 
isomorphic pressures within programs that have undergraduate degrees, housed in research 
intensive universities, come to organize in very different ways.  These pressures had influence on 
what was possible as academic leadership programs emerged within their institutions and what 
was expected of them as they developed organizational activities within the program.  It also 
influenced how programs approached the interdisciplinary organization of their program.  
The findings demonstrate a desire from each program within this study to certify 
leadership knowledge with an academic degree (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Freidson, 1986).  
Programs used certification of leadership knowledge in numerous ways, such as elevating 
leadership programs among other co-curricular programs within the institution and 
demonstrating value and contribution to university missions or cultures by offering an academic 
degree program in leadership.  However, the differences in why each program was developed 
168 
 
influenced how the programs organized both within the institution and from an interdisciplinary 
perspective.  One program had a desire to centralize leadership development on campus with a 
degree program and the other created a program out of uncertainty for the department that now 
houses the leadership program.  In both cases, the need to develop an academic leadership 
program or the involvement in the program had connections to seeking stability within the 
institutionalized structures of higher education.  
Ultimately, the findings of this study establish academic leadership programs as 
organizations, engaging in organizational activities and influenced by the organization fields (i.e. 
disciplines and structures of higher education) they emerge within and among (DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983).  This study also establishes leadership as an interdisciplinary area of study, 
informed not just by many disciplinary perspectives, but fields of study and societal entities 
(Brint et al., 2009; Lattuca, 2001).  The empirical evidence gathered in both areas reveal how 
programs are organizing so that academic leadership programs may be more intentional about 
their organizing processes within their programs and universities.  This includes in the 
interdisciplinary organization and teaching in academic leadership programs, as well as the 
articulation of value in interdisciplinary endeavors, especially in leadership.  As a result, this 
study should prompt those engaging in academic leadership programs and leadership scholars to 
consider how institutionalized structures of higher education may be influencing their ability to 
stabilize organizational processes, as well as using the purpose and processes of interdisciplinary 
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APPENDIX B.    INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS 
Interview Protocol: Director/Coordinator of Program 
 
Interview Reminders:  
• Consent Form:  
o Thank you for participating in this study. Here is a copy of the consent form. 
There are no direct benefits to you by participating in this study. Your 
participation in this interview is completely voluntary, meaning you can stop 
participating at any point in time.  
o By participating you are agreeing to be digitally recorded, the audio will be 
transcribed and summarized, and available for your review. A pseudonym will be 
used to protect your identification in this study and all data will be kept in a 
locked filing cabinet in my office and on a secure cloud-based drive approved by 
IRB. The data will be used for research purposes only.  
o Would you like to choose your pseudonym? 
o Are there any questions before we begin the interview?  
 
Interview Questions 
1. Tell me about your role as the Director/Coordinator of the leadership program?  
a. What are your responsibilities?  
i. As a program coordinator, what decisions are you charged with making in 
regard to the leadership program? 
ii. In what ways do you support the program?  
b. Who do you work with to administrate the program?  
2. How is the program organized?  
a. How are the individuals in the program organized?  
b. What activities does the program engage in?  
i. Do you have an understanding for how these became the activities of the 
program?  
c. What kinds of decisions are made within the program?  
i. How are decisions made within the program? 
ii. Who is involved in the decision-making process? Who is needed? 
d. Do you have an understanding as to why the program is organized in such a 
manner? 
3. What is the relationship like between the program and the department?  
a. What kind of support do you rely on the department for? 
b. What expectations do you have from the department?  
c. If you felt there needed to be a change to the program, who would you need to 
make those changes? 
d. What is your relationship like with other programs in the department or college?  
4. What can you tell me about the creation of the program or the history of the program 
since you have been working here?  
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a. Who played a role in starting the program?  
b. How were decisions made about the organization of the program? 
c. What process did the program have to go through in order to become a program?  
i. Do you have an understanding for where these processes came from?   
d. Why was the program started?  
i. Have there been moments of challenge for the program in its creation or 
its development? 
e. What kind of response has the program received from the department, college, 
and/or university since it was created?  
5. What have we not talked about in this interview that you feel is important to discuss?  





Interview Protocol: Department Chair 
 
Interview Reminders:  
• Consent Form:  
o Thank you for participating in this study. Here is a copy of the consent form. 
There are no direct benefits to you by participating in this study. Your 
participation in this interview is completely voluntary, meaning you can stop 
participating at any point in time.  
o By participating you are agreeing to be digitally recorded, the audio will be 
transcribed and summarized, and available for your review. A pseudonym will be 
used to protect your identification in this study and all data will be kept in a 
locked filing cabinet in my office and on a secure cloud-based drive approved by 
IRB. The data will be used for research purposes only.  
o Would you like to choose your pseudonym? 
o Are there any questions before we begin the interview?  
 
Interview Questions 
1. Tell me about your role as Department Chair? 
a. What are your broad responsibilities as Chair?  
b. What responsibilities do you have in relation to the leadership program?  
2. How is the department organized?  
a. How does it fit within the larger college?  
b. How does the leadership program fit within the department?  
c. What decisions do you have to make about the department, programs, and 
faculty? 
i. What is your process for making decisions?   
3. What is the relationship like between the leadership program and the department? 
a. What kind of support do you provide for the program?  
b. What expectations do you have of the program and its faculty?  
c. If you felt there needed to be a change to the program, who would you need to 
make those changes? 
d. What is the relationship like with other programs in the department?  
4. What can you tell me about the creation of the program?  
a. Why was the program started?  
b. What process did the program have to go through in order to become a program?  
i. Do you have an understanding for where these processes came from? 
c. What interest did the department have in creating the program?  
d. Where there moments of challenge that the department faced in its development?   
5. What have we not talked about in this interview that you feel is important to discuss?  






Interview Protocol: Dean of College 
 
Interview Reminders:  
• Consent Form:  
o Thank you for participating in this study. Here is a copy of the consent form. 
There are no direct benefits to you by participating in this study. Your 
participation in this interview is completely voluntary, meaning you can stop 
participating at any point in time.  
o By participating you are agreeing to be digitally recorded, the audio will be 
transcribed and summarized, and available for your review. A pseudonym will be 
used to protect your identification in this study and all data will be kept in a 
locked filing cabinet in my office and on a secure cloud-based drive approved by 
IRB. The data will be used for research purposes only.  
o Would you like to choose your pseudonym? 
o Are there any questions before we begin the interview?  
 
Interview Questions 
1. Tell me about your role as Dean?  
a. What are your broad responsibilities as Dean?  
b. What responsibilities do you have in relation to the department the leadership 
program is housed?  
c. What responsibilities do you have in relation to the leadership program?  
2. How is the college organized?  
a. How does the leadership program fit within the college?  
b. What decisions are you charged with making on behalf of the departments and 
programs within your college?  
i. What decisions are you charged with making on behalf of the leadership 
program, specifically? 
ii. What is the process for decision-making?  
3. What is the relationship like between the college and the leadership program? 
a. What kind of support do you provide for the program?  
b. What expectations do you have of the program?  
c. If you felt there needed to be a change made to the program, who would you need 
to make those changes?  
d. What is the relationship like with other programs in the college? 
4. What can you tell me about the creation and development of the program?  
a. What process did the program have to go through in order to become a program?  
i. Do you have an understanding for where these processes came from?   
b. What interest did the college have in the creation of the program? The university?  
c. Where there moments of challenge the college faced in creating the program?  
5. What have we not talked about in this interview that you feel is important to discuss?  





Interview Protocol: Program Faculty 
 
Interview Reminders:  
• Consent Form:  
o Thank you for participating in this study. Here is a copy of the consent form. 
There are no direct benefits to you by participating in this study. Your 
participation in this interview is completely voluntary, meaning you can stop 
participating at any point in time.  
o By participating you are agreeing to be digitally recorded, the audio will be 
transcribed and summarized, and available for your review. A pseudonym will be 
used to protect your identification in this study and all data will be kept in a 
locked filing cabinet in my office and on a secure cloud-based drive approved by 
IRB. The data will be used for research purposes only.  
o Would you like to choose your pseudonym? 
o Are there any questions before we begin the interview?  
 
Interview Questions 
1. What is your position at the institution?  
a. What are your major responsibilities?  
b. Where is your position housed?  
2. What is your role in regards to the leadership program?  
a. What responsibilities do you have in your role? What work do you do as a faculty 
member?  
b. How does your role contribute to your position at the institution?  
c. How have you come to understand what work you should engage in in your 
position and role?  
3. Can you describe the organization of the leadership program? 
a. How does your role fit within the organization of the program? 
b. How are decisions made?  
i. Who is needed or involved in decision-making? 
c. Do you have an understanding for why the program is organized in a particular 
way? 
d. Has the organization of the program changed since its inception?  
4. Describe the relationship of the program to the department/college/university.  
a. In what ways does the program rely on support from the 
department/college/university?   
i. How is the work you do funded?  
ii. If you felt there needed to be a change to the program, who would you 
need to make changes?  
iii. What does the tenure and/or promotion process like?  
5. What can you tell me about the history of the leadership program?  
a. Why was the program created?  
b. What was the purpose for the leadership program? 
c. Where there moments of challenge that the program faced in its creation?  
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d. What kind of response has the program received from the department, college, 
and/or university since it has been created?   
6. What have we not talked about in this interview that you feel is important to discuss?  

























APPENDIX C.    OBSERVATION PROTOCOLS 
Observation Protocol: Physical Location of Program 
Reminders:  
• The purpose of this study is to explore how and why academic leadership programs have 
emerged within institutions of higher education. 
o It is the hope of this study to better understand the emergence of interdisciplinary 
programs within institutions, specifically focused on leadership programs. How 
do they navigate the disciplinary structures institutionalized in higher education?   
• The following research questions are guiding this study 
o How are Leadership studies programs organized on college campuses?  
§ What has influenced the organization of Leadership studies programs?  
§ What are the implications of the organization of Leadership studies 
programs?  
 
Observation of the physical space occupied by the program:  
1. Where is the program office and faculty offices located compared to each other?  
a. How has space been allocated?  
i. Where are they located compared to administrative offices such as the 




Observation Protocol: Faculty/Department Meetings 
Reminders:  
• Thank you for allowing me the opportunity to ask for your participation in observations 
during this meeting. I will review the purpose of the study and the consent information 
you need to know before agreeing to participate. 
• The purpose of this study is to explore how and why academic leadership programs have 
emerged within institutions of higher education. 
o It is the hope of this study to better understand the emergence of interdisciplinary 
programs within institutions, specifically focused on leadership programs. How 
do they navigate the disciplinary structures institutionalized in higher education?   
• Consent Form:  
o Here is a copy of the consent form. There are no direct benefits to you by 
participating in this study. Your participation in this observation is completely 
voluntary, meaning you neither have to consent to participate, and if you do 
consent, can stop participating at any point in time.  
o Your decision to participate, or not, will not in any way impact your position at 
this institution. All measures will be taken to de-identify you, the program, and 
institution. A pseudonym will be used to protect your identification in this study 
and all data will be kept in a locked filing cabinet in my office and on a secure 
cloud-based drive approved by IRB. The data will be used for research purposes 
only. 
o By participating you are agreeing to be observed. Summary data of meeting 
observations will be available for your review. I will ask that you clarify, 
withdraw, and de-identify any necessary information before results are reported. 
o If, for any reason, you choose not to participate, no data related to your role and 
participation in this meeting will be recorded or used in the results of this study. 
o Are there any questions before we begin the meeting?  
 
Observation of faculty and/or departmental meetings:  
1. Who is in the space? 
a. Where are people sitting?  
b. How are they related to the leadership program?  
2. What are the activities occurring in the space?  
a. What is the purpose of the meeting?  
3. Is the meeting run in a formal or informal manner?  
a. Is the meeting run in a hierarchical, collegial, or delegated manner?   
4. How are decisions being made in the space?  
a. Who is actively involved in decision making?  
b. What does the decision making process look like?  
i. Hierarchical, Collegial, Delegated 
 
 
